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 Assessing and teaching early literacy in the wake of the Response to Intervention (RtI) 
model’s tiered instruction and the trend toward greater accountability for schools has lead to the 
reduction of literacy to mere skills based instruction for many students. At the same time, 
increased pressure has been applied to teachers and administrators to improve assessment scores. 
This has led to the labeling of students by schools and the channeling of so called “at risk” 
students into narrow skills based interventions.   
 This dissertation centers on student enactment of literacy identities in contrast to 
institutional identities imposed on students under the RtI model. In framing this study, the 
national and local contexts that created pressure around literacy assessment and instruction are 
considered. However, most of the data for this study centers around three first grade students as 
they enacted their literacy identities across several instructional contexts. By observing students 
as they enacted their identities this study demonstrates the need to challenge narrow skills based 
assessments which impart identities on to students and funnels them into instruction focused on 
the aforementioned narrow skills. Further, this project examines the agency of teachers and 
administrators in the local context as they at times resisted and at times embraced the ideology 
embedded in RtI. Ultimately, this study advocates for the acceptance of a space to consider 
students’ literacies and identities from a sociocultural perspective that goes beyond the confines 
of deficit views and allows student to draw on the literacies they bring to school to build bridges 
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Background and Purpose 
On the ninth day of school, six-year-old Katie had been taken out of her classroom to the 
hall and sat down face to face with a teacher she had never met before. The teacher 
mechanically repeated the same assessment script that she had already read at least thirty 
times that day. “Here are some letters.” Pointing to the top left corner of a page covered 
with one hundred letters she went on, “Begin here and tell me the sound of as many 
letters as you can.” She clicked the timer button on AIMSweb’s website and waited. 
Katie began, “T.” But, she was quickly cut off, “Remember to tell me the sound the letter 
makes, not its name.” Katie started again, “/m/, /p/, /i/…” The teacher marked “/i/” wrong 
because Katie chose the long vowel sound instead of the short sound. “… /k/, /w/” 
Pausing at “h” Katie glanced down the hall where her friends were hearing the same 
script she just heard from other teachers. Three seconds past. The teacher marked “h” 
incorrect and pointed to the next letter, “What sound?” Katie stated again, “.../z/, /e/, 
/m/.” Looking up at the teacher Katie offered, “My mom’s name starts with /m/, Maria.” 
Three seconds had passed again. The teacher marked “u” incorrect. At the end of this 
sixty second test AIMSweb instructional recommendation for this assessment placed her 
in on a list of students in need of intervention in which she would receive daily remedial 
instruction for her “literacy” deficit.  
Much in the realm of current practice in early literacy teaching and learning, such as skills based 
assessments and data driven instruction, were born out of the politically vogue accountability 
movement which relies on narrow conceptions of literacy. Widely employed assessments like 
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AIMSweb’s TEL-CBM (Test of Early Literacy – Curriculum Based Measurement) published by 
Pearson Incorporated (2001) and its strikingly similar competitor DIBELS (Dynamic Indicators 
of Basic Early Literacy Skills) (Good & Kaminski, 2002) were based on a conceptual framework 
that reduced literacy to a set of skills to be isolated, taught and assessed in a parts-to-whole 
assembly line manner. This view of literacy did not appear in a vacuum. Political voices that 
predate No Child Left Behind (NCLB) (2001, 2007) a powerful piece of legislation that 
increased accountability in schools and publications such as A Nation at Risk (National 
Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983) helped paint a picture of failing schools for the 
public eye.  
Part of the political response to the perception of failing schools was a call for greater 
accountability. In the day to day lived experience of students in schools with a narrow 
conception of literacy, “accountability” tends to equal more assessment. Not just any assessment 
has served the purpose of the accountability movement; but assessment that can be quickly 
administered, quantified and used to shape instruction became a priority. Thus, AIMSweb and 
DIBELS became as common place to elementary school culture as staff meetings, and often the 
topic thereof. Many schools also embraced the Response to Intervention (RtI) model because the 
data provided by both AIMSweb and DIBELS pipelined students into RtI’s tier system 
(Benchmark [on grade level], Strategic [below grade level] and Intensive [significantly below 
grade level]) and made specific instructional recommendations for each group while 
documenting both the school’s attempts to improve student test scores and their actual 
“progress” on those assessments. Functionally RtI has served to ensure that students who enter 
school without the narrow literacy skill sets reflected in AIMSweb and DIBELS receive 
strikingly different instruction – which is focused on decontextualized skills - than their 
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“benchmark” peers. This has especially been the case in schools that primarily serve students 
from families with low income and minorities.  
This accountability culture gained significant momentum when assessments like 
AIMSweb’s TEL-CBM and DIBELS were promoted by the National Reading Panel (Tierney & 
Thome, 2006). It should surprise no one that these assessments now comprise the lion’s share of 
the “literacy” assessment/progress monitoring market under RtI. But rather than employing such 
assessments for the task with which DIBELS, for example, was designed, to provide indicators 
of early literacy skills (Kaminski, Cummings, Powell-Smith, & Good, 2008), such assessments 
functionally became what Pearson (2006, p. 11) accurately labeled “a curricular blueprint” in 
which test scores resulted in direct shifts in instructional content toward skills “literacy.” Thus, 
rather than test scores being descriptive of a student’s literacy skills, the scores have been applied 
prescriptively. Poor data from a given subtest has been viewed by administrators as an 
imperative directive to adjust – which frequently means increase – instruction in narrow skill 
based curriculums. Therefore, the actual application of this type of assessment pushed students 
whose scores did not meet the benchmark right into instruction in the three most heavily tested 
areas of early literacy under AIMSweb and DIBELS: phonemic awareness, phonics, and fluency 
(Pearson, 2006).  
Yet as literacy instruction has become more influenced by assessment tools under RtI, 
and curricular content has become more constricted, it is prudent to consider how students enact 
their literacy identities within the context of school literacy practices and employ their 
preexisting literacy skills from home and their communities. By literacy identities, I refer to 
identities students enact to accomplish social work and create meaning as literate persons within 
either the official or unofficial school realms regardless of the local institutional understanding of 
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literacy. Therefore, this project investigates the ways that first grade students who have been 
given the literacy identities of “strategic” or “intensive” by my school’s universal screener 
(AIMSweb’s TEL-CBM) and come from families with low income enact their literacy identities 
across multiple literacy contexts. These contexts include reading group, paired reading, free 
reading, student to teacher reading (one-on-one) and RtI assessments. Specifically, this study 
considers the expression of literacy identities as students employ their agency to draw on their 
cultural resources (Bartlett, 2007; Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, & Cain, 1998) and negotiate 
multiple literacy contexts against the backdrop of the high stakes testing culture of schooling 
which has labeled them. In doing so, I provide a counternarrative (Delgado, 1989) to the 
prevailing deficit discourse surrounding so called “at risk” students from families with low 
income. 
Significance of the Study 
This study contributes to the professional discussion concerning literacy practices as 
schools narrow the focus of literacy instruction under RtI (Response to Intervention) to deliver 
skills based instruction to “strategic” and “intensive” students in response to the high stakes 
testing culture. Specifically, this study considers how the enactment of literacy identities varies 
across instructional contexts: reading group, paired reading, free reading, student to teacher 
reading (one-on-one) and RtI assessments. These contexts are significant because the 
instructional setting and curriculum act as structures that constrain – and enable – the enactment 
of identity, as well as the expression of literacy available to students within the official school 
world. Further, the participant structure (Phillips, 1975) – who is allowed to participate as well as 
when and how they are allowed to participate – is also significantly shaped by curricular design. 
To this end, I sought to examine the enactment of identity and utilization of agency by students 
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assigned to “intervention” instruction in school literacy contexts under the RtI model. I 
considered what occurs when students interact and enact their literacy identities during school 
literacy instruction. By examining these interactions, I aimed to reveal that students employed 
their agency to bring their preexisting literacy skills and resources– which were often beyond the 
scope of “intensive” curricular content – to the instructional context. In an era in which students 
are assigned identities at the earliest stages of schooling based on brief and narrow assessment 
tools, it is important to study how these skills can be harnessed to broaden the scope of curricular 
objectives, as well as meet existing objectives. 
Outline of the Chapters 
 Chapter 2 contains the customary review of literature relevant to this study including an 
exploration of a sociocultural understanding of literacy, the perspectives I have appropriated on 
identity and agency, the deficit narratives surrounding students from families with low income 
and my utilization of counternarrative – borrowed from Critical Race Theory – to disrupt the 
dominate discourse regarding these students. I employ the aforementioned sociocultural 
framework to understand student enactment of identities and well as the skills that they brought 
to the classroom. These skills were the foundation for the counternarrative which I offer in 
response to the deficit view of students from families with low income.  
 In chapter 3 I present the methodology utilized to examine the enactment of student 
identities across multiple literacy contexts. I introduce the site by considering first the 
community and second the school where I gathered data. From there I introduce the participants 
and the process of selecting them. As I was also a participant in the study, I examine my 
positionality and relationship to each of the participants and the school with a historical context. I 
explore the complexity of my roles as veteran practitioner and emerging researcher in the local 
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context. I conclude the chapter by presenting the design of data collection as well as data 
analysis procedures.  
 Chapter 4 is a contextualizing chapter in which I examine the historic national context of 
the pressure cooker. Included in this chapter is a review of the political forces that created 
pressure in the local context. I begin with A Nation at Risk and chronologically trace a path 
through government commissioned panels, committees, publications, speeches, funding, 
legislation and testing to the time that I gathered data on the focal students. As I walk through 
this timeline I discuss, from my position as a teacher with a street level view, the implications of 
these forces for the community and school.  
 With the national picture in place, in chapter 5 I dial my focus down to the school and 
community where a collision of ideologies played out in the day-to-day interactions of staff and 
administrators adjusting to local and national policy. I begin with the dramatic increase of 
student testing, staff analysis of scores and the pressure associated with improving such scores. 
Then I walk through the various administrative reactions to this pressure in the local context as 
well as staff resistance. I begin with the timeframe prior to gathering data on the focal students. 
From there, I examine in detail how the conflicting ideologies of the accountability movement 
were in some ways embraced and in other ways resisted in a complex flow of traffic at the 
intersection of ideologies. 
 Chapter 6 is my counternarrative to the deficit view of students from families with low 
income. I open by explaining the need for a counternarrative in light of the dominant discourse 
surrounding such students. Then I examine how, because of the deficit view, identities were 
imposed on the focal students and how a counternarrative was needed to respond to that 
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phenomenon. From there I examine the identities the focal students utilized to demonstrate their 
literacies that went unnoticed under the narrow skills based assessment in the local context.  
 In chapter 7, I explore the focal students’ identities across literacy contexts. Special 
attention is given to the relationship between the power of structures in literacy instruction and 
student agency. In the first section, I propose that literacy instruction in the local context can be 
understood as a continuum of structure and agency. Further, I explore the value the 
administration assigned each literacy context in contrast to the identities students were able to 
enact in each context. In the second section, I explore the focal students’ enactment of identities 
within their social worlds. I contrast this to the pressure in the background of their education and 
discuss the impact on their social worlds as opposed the impact it had on the staff. Finally, I 
consider how the focal students consistently worked together in spite of the curricular design and 
administrative focus on independent work. 
Chapter 8 wraps up with a summary of the central ideas of the study.  There I consider 
the implications for teachers, administrators and the Response to Intervention model. I also 










Chapter 2  
Review of Literature 
Ta’Von seemed to have lost “the race to the top” before school even began . . . which is 
exactly the view articulated by deficit discourse ideology all these years. However, 
Ta’Von’s exclusion was due to ideologically charged institutional discourse; it was not 
due to any particular quality of Ta’Von himself. (Dyson, 2015, p. 205) 
In the current educational climate in the United States of America, students from families with 
low income and minorities are consistently losing the “race to the top.” This is nothing new, as 
evidenced by decades of achievement gap (Ladson-Billings, 2006). What is “new” in the past 
twenty-five years or so is the presence of the National Accountability Movement. For the 
purpose of this paper I define the national accountability movement as a confluence of political, 
social and economic factors that lead to increased focus, pressure and value place upon 
quantitative assessment of narrow skills as manifested in the following: A Nation at Risk report, 
the National Reading Panel, No Child Left Behind legislation, the Response to Intervention (RtI) 
model, – a multi-tiered, differentiated instruction and intervention model with universal 
screening – Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS) assessment (Good & 
Kaminski, 2002) Academic Improvement Measurement System based on the web (AIMSweb) 
assessment (Pearson Inc., 2001) and high stakes state testing. As I will demonstrate in chapter 4, 
this is what has fueled the pressure in the educational pressure cooker which has boiled 
instruction down to the barebones of decontextualized and at times disenfranchising skills in the 
name of literacy, especially for students from families with low income and minorities. In this 
chapter I review sociocultural learning theory, and give special attention to identities and agency. 
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I also discuss deficit views and the longevity thereof. From there I detail my use of 
counternarrative within the confines of in this paper.  
Teaching and Learning as Practices 
In sociocultural learning theory, literacy teaching and learning are accomplished through 
interaction in practices, themselves realized as events. Given that literacy is a means of 
participation (Street, 1984); students need opportunities to participate in these events. This 
echoes Hymes’ (1972) understanding that a communicative event is the actual activity that 
students are involved in. To succeed in such events, Hymes (1972/2001) argued that students 
must have communicative competence: linguistic competence combined with knowledge of the 
social system. If one does not understand the communicative event they are attempting to 
participate in, their linguistic competence may not be enough to make sense of the social setting.  
Such unfamiliarity with the social system was problematic in Heath’s (1983) study in 
which students from the communities of Trackton and Roadville did not share the same 
understanding of the social setting of school due to differences from that of the culture of the 
school and the middle class teachers therein. Similarly, Labov (1972) noted that different 
understandings of a social situation can result in significant road blocks to communication. 
Narrow conceptions of literacy fail to bridge these social and cultural gaps with their skills 
based, often scripted, curriculum and misguided assessments. In fact, they can exasperate them 
(Ferguson, 2000; Goodman, 1986). In stark contrast to this, Vygotsky (1978) argues that 
instruction should focus on the needs of children rather than mechanics. 
 From a sociocultural perspective, instruction is at its best when understood in the context 
of social interaction as participation and meaning making. Students participate in literacy events 
to accomplish social work in a specific cultural context, (Dyson, 1989; Dyson, 1993b) not 
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because they love to complete skill based drills like industrial age factory workers. This is 
problematic for schools that embrace skills based curriculums and interventions, which leave so 
little time for the social interaction that builds diverse literacies, and conceptualize literacy as 
disjointed skill sets (Goodman, 1986).  
Thus, literacy development involves the exercise of language in meaningful contexts so 
that students can participate, make meaning, and belong, which is foundational from a 
sociocultural stance (Collins & Blot, 2003; Dyson, 1993b). From this perspective one avoids the 
deficit model (a more detailed discussion of this model is at the end of this chapter), in which 
some students are deemed “at risk” for not sharing the cultural literacy skills of schools 
(Ferguson, 2000; Genishi & Dyson, 2009; Labov, 1972). Rather, it allows all students to draw on 
what they bring from their cultural and social capital (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977/1990) to the 
classroom, especially those whose cultural and social capital doesn’t match that of the school. 
Once welcomed into the official world of school (Dyson, 1993b) teachers can build on what their 
students already possess and develop their literacies (Genishi & Dyson, 2009; Goodman, 1986). 
This development emerges as students participate through interaction with more skilled partners 
that provide them access to practices and skills of other communities (Rogoff, 2003; Vygotsky, 
1978). In much of the current culture of schooling, this requires no small revolution of thought 
and practice, for it involves the creation of a space for interaction, which simply does not exist at 
the current time.  
Identities 
 
At this moment one would be led to believe that identity research has had a nominal 
impact on literacy education. There are plenty of reasons for this. Think about what matters most 
for schools in literacy education at this point in time. Interestingly, it is numbers, numbers 
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measuring a narrow branch of what the body of research literature means by the term literacies. 
When I think of literacies, I think of them minimally as, “…the social practices and conceptions 
of reading and writing” (Street, 1984) and more akin to Jenkins’ (1992) assertion that literacy is 
not merely a skill, or set of skills. It is a means of participation. But, from the national 
accountability movement’s perspective, if literacy can’t be measured quantitatively it’s not 
literacy that most schools value (Newkirk, 2009). This hierarchy of values regarding early 
literacy did not suddenly overtake education in the United States. The persistent political waves 
washing over the country in the form of A Nation at Risk (National Commission on Excellence 
in Education, 1983) and No Child Left Behind (2001) have eroded literacy to the point at which 
school boards, administrators and even some teachers recognize it merely in terms of a series of 
data points often presented on the DIBELS assessment (Good & Kaminski, 2002), Pearson’s 
AIMSweb (2001), and state test score reports.  
Hall (2010) found that the role of student identities was invisible to the literacy teachers 
in her study. Given that teachers are repeatedly trained by their schools to focus on data, and a 
social, cultural and political climate that routinely reminds them to adjust instruction based on 
narrow data sets through Response to Intervention (RtI) it should surprise no one that this type of 
data has become a filter through which student literacies are viewed by teachers. Data is certainly 
seen. But student identities often go unseen. In fact, in Hall’s (2010) study when students were 
avoiding reading tasks, the teachers didn’t understand that this evasion was done in an effort to 
avoid negative identities and maintain their dignity. The teachers determined that their students 
were uninterested in learning and didn’t give a thought to their students’ identities.  
Literacy is more than merely skills like decoding text, knowing letters and sounds, or 
quickly identifying a list of sight words. Literacy involves the work of marking out identities as a 
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literate person in the ongoing contexts in which literacy learning occurs (Collins & Blot, 2003). 
This fundamentally social perspective on both literacy and identities is functionally absent from 
many curriculums and classrooms today where literacy is conceived of in such a manner that the 
focus has become a checklist of isolated skills: the sum of which makes one literate (Bartlett, 
2007; Genishi & Dyson, 2009; Goodman & Goodman, 2011). An understanding by legislators 
and curriculum publishers that identities play an essential role in literacy development has the 
potential to reshape the skills centric culture many schools have bought into. Transformation to a 
dynamic process of social interaction that understands and welcomes diverse identities and 
literacies to school may possess the capacity to make the circle of schooling large enough to 
slow, and hopefully, stop schools’ extraordinary tendency to disenfranchise groups from literacy 
education. While I don’t want to overhype such identity research, I believe that it holds potential 
to help achieve these outcomes in concert with larger social, cultural and political efforts.  
Defining identity and perspectives thereon. As previously noted, the process of 
defining one’s identities is an endeavor embedded in social life. Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner & 
Cain (1998) assert that identities are, “... the imaginings of self in worlds of action, as social 
products” and that they are “lived in and through activity and so must be conceptualized as they 
develop in social practice.” In this I find the beginning of a definition of identities. By extension 
of Holland et al.’s definition, identities are multiple. Yet I would further note that identities are 
not only the construction of self. They are also constructions of others (Ochs, 1993). These 
others include not only individuals, but institutions situated in culture and developed in the 
aforementioned social practices (Gee, 2002).  
 Why not fluidity. Gee (2002) has suggested that identity bares the trait of being fluid; and 
the term is well spread across much of the literature on identity. While I believe that I understand 
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the use of this term as reacting against a more fixed understanding of identity – one that exists as 
a cohesive unit – the term invokes the known properties of liquid, which takes the form of any 
vessel in which it is placed. Regardless of how identity is otherwise defined, I find this 
connotation to be distracting. There are a couple of rationales for my resistance to the term fluid; 
and both of them center on the concept of human agency (which I will discuss at length in a 
subsequent section). On the one hand, fluidity invokes such malleability that it can be understood 
as a spin-off of hard line social determinism in which the various structures of society (political, 
sociocultural and economic) form the vessel that shapes individuals in their entirety. This seems 
to dismiss the notion of agency completely. Conversely, fluidity may invoke an equal error in the 
opposite direction: that human agency is so powerful that one can form themselves into whatever 
identity they so desire. Of these two extremes, this one strikes me as quite pervasive in popular 
culture in the United States of America. While I may wish to dismiss the popular culture, 
researchers too are culturally and socially positioned. One cannot step outside of their context 
(Wortham & Locher, 1999). Thus, it is easy to adopt the values of a culture in which one is 
situated without being fully cognizant of this act (Bresler, 1988). In a conscious effort to avoid 
this I have adopted a perspective in line with Ochs (1993) who argues that people are not passive 
dopes of society enacting a “cultural prescription for social identity” imparted to them. But, I 
also reject the misnomer that they are phenomenally powerful agents, shaping themselves with 
complete disregard for the sociocultural, political and economic contexts in which they are 
situated. Agency is, as Ortner (1996, 2001a, 2001b, 2006) suggested, structured by social and 
cultural forces.  
Multiplicity across time and social context. To etch out a more complete understanding, 
let’s return to the well-accepted understanding that identities are multiple (Bucholtz 2003; 
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Collins & Blot, 2003; Gee, 2002; Henry, 2003; Holland et al., 1998). An older speaker I heard 
years ago quipped, “My wife has been married to five different men; and all of them were me.” 
While Gee (2002) did not rule out the notion of a more durable “core identity” that can hold 
form, more or less, across social contexts, the point taken is that people are often not the same 
across time. This understanding was reiterated by Holland et al. (1998) who argued that few 
identities are durable enough to be sustained over a lifetime. Thus, most identities are temporal: 
they are created, change, fade out – and perhaps back in – over the course of time. So, a longer 
expanse of time can be an element in understanding multiple shifting identities.  
But even over shorter durations individual identities evolve in the course of social 
interaction (Ochs, 1993). A student enacting a “good boy” identity may find his efforts utterly 
unsuccessful and shift identities to a “bad boy” over the course of a school year, as I have 
observed from time to time. For an even more rapid shifting of identity one only need change the 
social situation. In her landmark study Bad Boys: Public Schools in the Making of Black 
Masculinity, Ferguson (2000) documents how students shifted the identities they presented based 
on the social situation. Some Black students felt compelled by the constraints of the White power 
structure of school to “act White” to achieve the goal of doing well in school. However, in the 
social circles of their mostly Black friends, or if their Blackness was contested, they would 
purposefully return to their more predominant identities. This shift could take place in a matter of 
seconds. Thus time is a silent factor in the expression of multiple identities. Be it years or 
seconds, one can observe shifts not only between existing identities, but also into new identities 
(Clifford, 1986). But time is hardly the only factor to consider. 
As noted in the previous example from Ferguson (2000), the social situation one 
understands oneself to be in at any given moment is a robust factor in determining shifts in 
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identity. Along those lines, Labov (1972) noted that changing the social situation shifts the 
possibilities of what one can do in a given setting. Similarly, Phillips (1975) observed that the 
participant structure can shape the social possibilities within a given space. Advancing and 
expanding this notion, Bucholtz (2003) suggested that identity is a byproduct of the ongoing 
negotiation of social practices. Thus, it follows that as the social situation changes, the potential 
identities one chooses to utilize (or finds thrust upon the self) also shift.  
Identity outfits. Selecting an identity to foreground is not unlike selecting clothing. One 
has their personal preferences and a range of outfits to choose from as a result. But the social 
context one enters can shape how those outfits will be understood. If we are going to our place of 
employment, certain outfits will help accomplish social work - like staying employed or being 
thought of as a certain type of employee - and others, by virtue of the power structures in that 
social context, will not aid us in meeting the same goal. Given my understanding of agency, it is 
conceivable that one may wish to be subversive in a given context – such as work – or attempt to 
accomplish any number of other social objectives with their clothing. Thus, they may make very 
different choices from the available options to negotiate attaining those objectives. What one 
wears to work is likely to seem out of place at the beach, or perhaps at a bar and quite likely at 
the gym as well. Once again the context is a salient factor and determines, in part, what messages 
various identity outfits can send. The different identities one foregrounds vary in a remarkably 
similar manner to outfits, which we wear in relation to the contexts we traverse. 
Furthering the analogy, the macro sociocultural, historic and economic contexts limit and 
yet provide a range of identity options, much like stores act as powerful cultural constraints 
simultaneously limiting and providing options of what you can wear. Not everyone can afford a 
custom tailored suit, just as some identity options are not accessible based on one’s economic 
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positioning. In Eckert’s (2000) study of suburban high school students, the “Jock” identity was 
available to the middle class while the lower class students were relegated to “Burnout” status by 
default. On the historical front, a 1700’s swimsuit simply isn’t available now, just as identities 
from that era – like American Frontiersman – are also essentially nonexistent now. Further, a 
kimono would be hard to obtain from local retailers in many locations, such as the rural Middle 
East. In the same manner, a Samurai identity would be difficult to accomplish in that location, 
and on and on it goes. The macro contexts act as the confines in which identities take shape, 
operate, switch and evolve that dramatically limit and yet also provide a range of identity 
options. While macro contexts are not all powerful restrictors of human identity and agency, it is 
impossible to ignore their formidable role.  
Within a given point in time and location there are also micro contexts. Because these 
contexts – which one traverses over the course of a day – shift rapidly, the identities that people 
foreground can shift rapidly as well. The acts of others within the micro context may prompt 
identity switching (outfit switching) in response (Ochs, 1993). Thus, the identity outfits in my 
analogy need the ability to morph instantaneously due to the rapidly transient nature of those 
who wear them and increased “border crossing” (Genishi & Dyson, 2009; Rosaldo, 1989). Thus, 
in the middle of a conversation a different identity could be utilized. I would suggest that the 
micro contexts may include at least: the variety of the language spoken, the socioeconomic status 
of the interlocutors, the actual location in which interaction occurs, the acts performed and the 
perceived understanding of those acts.  
Gaps in perception. There can be, and often is, a gap between the intended perception of 
and actual perception of identity. This is due to a variety of factors. Ochs (1993) suggests a few 
baseline requirements two people must possess for this process to successfully occur. To begin 
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with, she suggests that both individuals must have a common understanding of cultural and 
linguistic conventions for understanding “acts and stances.” Second, they also require a common 
“economic, political, or other social histories” that can link the desired identity to the acts and 
positioning actually employed to convey that identity. Third, the participants must be 
predisposed to – either by way of compulsion or willful inclination – and capable of legitimizing 
the speaker’s attempts to claim identities. Ochs points out that these are the bare minimum, and 
that other salient factors may apply. Further complicating this is the possibility that one’s acts 
may not even be noticed by one’s target as Elkind (1967) delineated in the concept of imaginary 
audience. Yet, I suspect that more often than not, some sort of identity is portrayed or indexed.  
 Acts and stances are used to construct identities. But this occurs in a flexible manner 
(Ochs, 1993) due to issues of perception and indexicality. At times the failure to successfully 
enact an identity may derive from lack of knowledge of the conventions of the local context 
(Gee, 2002; Ochs 1993). As a new teacher I encountered this on a regular basis, although I did 
not know this was what was transpiring before my eyes. I’d finish reading a book aloud to my 
class and then ask a few questions. The conversation often went like this: 
Me:   Who was the main character in this story? 
Student 1:  Um, I have a cat, and her name is Kelsey, and I love to pet her. 
Me:   Really? Do you know who the main character in The Paperboy is? 
Student 2:  I have a cat too! She’s really fast; she catches mice and eats them! 
Me:  Ok, there is a cat in this story. But the cat is not the main character. All 
the cat does is get barked at by a dog. Main characters are the most 
important people in a story. You see them in most of the pictures. Does 
anyone have an idea who the main character in The Paperboy is? 
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Student 1:  I have a dog!  
Stories are important to children. The exchange of stories is common practice for many of my 
students at home and in their communities. But I was oblivious to this as a new teacher. So when 
I finished my read aloud and fired up my Initiate-Response-Evaluate (IRE) model of questioning, 
it was clear to some of my students that I had finished my story and the floor was open for 
anyone to tell their story. In this example they even went to the trouble of linking their story to 
something in my story. But their efforts were lost on me. It was almost like I was replaying what 
Heath (1983) observed with students from “Trackton”, although I had never heard of Heath; and 
I also had this experience with White students: who were more like Heath’s “Roadville” 
working-class population. I didn’t understand their acts as expressions of identity or literacy. I 
thought that they didn’t understand what they were supposed to be doing, or were clueless as to 
how to answer questions. In retrospect, I believe that much of this type of conversation stemmed 
from their attempts to demonstrate their identities as literate students employing the cultural 
resources they brought to the classroom, as Kirkland (2011) suggests. But, their lack of 
knowledge of the context, and my lack of knowledge of their literacies, derailed us from 
understanding each other. I began to form identities for these students thinking, “Wow! These 
kids are clueless!” Ironically, I was the clueless one. Perhaps they began to form identities for me 
too, “He doesn’t know how to swap stories. This guy is rude and dumb.” Thus, the ability to 
successfully wear various identity outfits is linked to issues of perception and indexicality. If the 
people or person looking an identity outfit don’t understand your intent the social situation can 
become much less flexible in terms of what identity outfits one can draw on to accomplish social 
work.  
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Where identities originate. Students enter the sociocultural space of school with a 
backlog of preexisting cultural resources from which to enact their identities (Bartlett, 2007; 
Holland et al., 1998). Within the brick and mortar walls students discern the possibilities and 
utilize these resources to enact their identities and employ their agency to define themselves as 
literate participants. The negotiation of this space is a multifaceted and ongoing process in which 
identities are constructed and reconstructed in order to accomplish social work while 
participating in the literacy practices of school. Yet the construction process is not accomplished 
independently. Social and cultural forces (Ortner, 2006) play a role in this dynamic process: the 
institution of schooling being a predominate one. Hall (2010) suggested that there are stock 
identities that are believed to exist within a particular context, like schools, that are well 
established in social and cultural norms, such as “struggling readers” or “unmotivated students.” 
Similarly, Wortham (2006) suggested the concept of models of identity: detailed accounts used 
to explicitly describe groups of people. For schools he offered the example, “disruptive 
students.”  
Discursive identities. Gee (2002) has labeled this type of identity “discursive identity,” 
meaning that because others perceive and interact with a person through a given lens, they 
impose that identity onto the other person. In terms of literacy, schools often give the discursive 
labels “struggling reader” or “strong reader.” At times these identities are given without the 
support of officially gathered data. Thus, they are not actually sanctioned in the same way that an 
identity or label, like “learning disability,” is imparted. For that reason, these identities can carry 
less weight, although in some cases the weight difference is negligible because teachers and 
other staff place a high value on such perceptions. Regardless of how teachers and staff members 
measure the street credibility of such identities, they rest on folk theories. A classic example of 
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discursive identities is “bad boys” (Ferguson, 2000). Even without being officially given this 
label, the boys in this study had their school experience profoundly shaped by this discursive 
identity. In contrast, there are students who are imparted “positive” discursive identities. It’s not 
uncommon for me to hear a teacher say that so-and-so is a “good helper” or “a joy to have in 
class.” These labels are also based on folk theories, yet hold the potential to have profound 
impact on the type and quality of instruction a student receives.  
Institutional identities. On the flip side of this are the identities that are officially assigned 
by schools based on some variety of officially sanctioned data source. Gee (2002) refers to these 
as institutional identities, which are imposed on individuals by institutions or their agents. In the 
local context where I teach a label is given to every student for “literacy.” Due to the Response 
to Intervention model (RtI) with its tiered instruction and labels, this is a wide spread occurrence. 
These labels are likely to derive from data originating with DIBELS (Good, et al., 2002) or 
Pearson Incorporated’s AIMSweb (2001). The labels include “benchmark” (on grade level) 
“strategic” (below grade level) and “intensive” (significantly below grade level). Because of 
these labels “strategic” and “intensive” students receive “intervention” instruction. This is often 
instruction that is regulated and focused on isolated skills. Meanwhile, “Benchmark” students 
receive enrichment instruction, which is often neither regulated or focus on isolated skills. In my 
experience these labels are imparted and discussed in a quiet, “behind the scenes” manner, in the 
interest of protecting the students’ right to privacy under the Family Educational Rights and 
Privacy Act (FERPA, 1974). However, teachers cannot, and often make no attempt to, hide the 
differentiated instruction that most certainly follows this type of assessment, especially when all 
of the “intensive” students get shipped off to see a literacy specialist for thirty minutes a day. 
Every year in first grade, most of my students know who the “good readers” and the “bad 
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readers” are even when I’m trying to obscure that information. Bucholtz and Hall (2004) note 
that identities that are imposed on people (which could be any of the four types Gee suggests) 
tell us at least as much about the imposer – and their ideology – as they do about social reality. 
For out of the imposed identity we can ascertain the imposer’s position of power as well as their 
interests in imposing an identity. In the case of institutional identities in schools and school 
literacy we can deduce the understandings of literacy valued by schools, as well as a hierarchy of 
whose literacies are valued, reproduced and welcomed: primarily those of White, middle class 
Americans.  
Affinity identities and natural identities. Gee (2002) goes on to delineate two other useful 
types of identity: natural identities and affinity identities. Affinity identities are formed around 
shared interest of a group in which those who are “in” have access and choose to participate in 
practices with a high level of commitment. “Gamers” – those who devote large amounts of time 
and resources to video gaming – are an example of an affinity group. While public perception is 
often that Gamers are “those kids”, and in some cases they are kids, the median age of gamers 
has consistently been shown to be in the thirties (Entertainment Software Association, 2013; 
Weaver, Mays, Sargent Weaver, Kannenberg, Hopkins, Eroĝlu, & Bernhardt, 2009). In schools a 
more predominant affinity group might be children who play tag every day at recess, or those 
that self-select the block center and play together routinely.  
In contrast, natural identities are those that are believed to be a state of being as a result 
of biological forces. For example, when my daughter was born with six toes on each foot, there 
were two common reactions. One was what I would call the “defect” identity, in which sympathy 
and assurances that doctors would be able “fix” her feet were the order of the day. The second, 
but less common, was the “royalty” identity. Unbeknownst to me it was not uncommon for 
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members of European royal families to have extra digits; and some people went to pains to point 
this out to me. Thus, so-called “natural” identities can be constructs that are dependent on 
ideologies – which are at times invisible – and social work to create and perpetuate them. 
Because of this Gee (2002) asserts that natural identities fold in to the other three types. 
Although he makes no mention of race in his article on natural identities, it seems to me that race 
would fit his category, in that social work is employed in the creation and sustaining of racial 
identities, despite that they are commonly understood to be “natural” or biological (Collins & 
Blot, 2003). 
Returning once more to the analogy of identity as clothing, one can see that although a 
student may come to school having several identity outfits to work with, the school may attempt 
to force the child into a more uniform outfit such as: good or bad girl/boy, strong/struggling 
reader, disengaged/engaged, etc. In turn the student may accept, modify or resist these identities. 
Thus, identity outfits may be contingent on context. They may be switched, destroyed, morphed 
into a new hybrid, contradicted or clash with themselves (Henry, 2003; Holland et al., 1998). 
From one teacher to another, perception of a student’s discursive, natural, and affinity identities 
may vary. Even divergent interpretation of seemingly “empirical” data may cause variance in 
institutional identities. So there may be variance based on the social context and discursive 
identity within a single individual. Further, any of Gee’s (2002) identity types can be rejected, 
even seemingly “natural” identities.  
Language, identity and indexicality. Identities are constructed and mediated through the 
use of language (Cazden, 2001; Dyson, 1997; Gee, 2002; Ochs, 1993). Thus, language is an 
instrument through which one participates in culture; speech is actualized through cultural 
contexts (Ochs, & Schieffelin, 2001). Hymes (1972) argued that in order to understand language 
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one must first understand the context the language is being used in. For “the community norms 
of interpretation” vary from one context to another. From this understanding Hymes (1972; 
1972/2001) maintained that communicative competence – linguistic competence combined with 
knowledge of the social system – is essential to participate in a social system. Failure to obtain 
communicative competence in a given setting would also impede ones’ efforts to enact an 
identity, as demonstrated in the example of my students answering (or not answering) questions 
after a read aloud. A lack of communicative competence also played a key role in Heath’s (1983) 
classic study. As Bahktin (1986) noted that those who have full command of a language can feel 
lost in certain spheres of communication. This is due to the fact that they do not possess a 
functional command of the specific context. Thus, communicative competence with language is 
an element in enacting an identity.  
Stances and acts index differently across cultures and contexts (Ochs, 1993). But 
language also indexes different meanings based on context (Agha, 2003). For example, a 
monolingual Spanish speaker in Mexico indexes certain identities while a monolingual Spanish 
speaker in the U.S. indexes other identities. Unfolding the category of Spanish speaker a bit 
further: if the Spanish speaker is from Spain and in the U.S. this can index yet another set of 
identities. Wells (1982) noted that the more familiar one is with a manner of speaking, the more 
refined one’s perception of that “accent” may be. Thus, a central Illinois “accent” might sound to 
a Korean as American and index accordingly. The same voice might strike a New Yorker as 
being Midwestern. Yet again, that voice may sound to a Chicago native as being from “down 
state.” Finally, a “townie” from Urbana might recognize the speaker’s voice as belonging to 
another “local.” However, dialects do not identify merely a way of speaking based on geographic 
location. (For that matter dialects and languages are not always bound to location). Dialects and 
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languages also index a social identity, or identities, for the speaker that are “described, 
metalinguistically, through the use of identifying labels” (Agha, 2003).  
Although it is well documented that everyone speaks with a dialect and thus, an “accent” 
(Wolfram & Ward, 2006), the term invokes an invisible standard for those in power, and 
“markness” for those who do not speak their language or variety of their language (Agha, 2003). 
Of course, it is the powerful that establish the hierarchical rankings of languages/dialects and 
thus identity (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004). Ironically, the term “markness” highlights the hidden 
relationship between languages, or dialects, by pointing out that the marked ways of speaking are 
defined as abnormal by the power structure and its agents whose dialect and/or language goes 
unmarked. This brings about what Irvine and Gal (2000) label erasure: the process that leads to 
the invisible position of those whose way of speaking are considered the normative standard.  
In U.S. schools White middle class English is the often the unmarked norm. Thus, a 
common perception of teachers that I have heard over and over is that “those kids” don’t know 
how to talk. At my school, when teachers talk about “those kids" that don’t know how to talk or 
when teachers say, “Speak English!” they are typically talking about or to Black students who 
are employing AAVE. There are exceptions to this. I have heard teachers reprimanding White 
students for their “bad” English, which in practice seems to be English used in low income 
communities, or “southern” English. This sort of practice reproduces the power structure 
between racial and economic groups. Even though teachers have explained to me how they 
believe that their actions help correct student’s English, I have seen no evidence that this is 
effective. Nor do I see that it leads to the ability to codeswitch. It does however lead to the 
understanding noted by Irvine and Gal (2000) that that the “official language” (that of the 
school) is one of power; and whatever you speak at home might be useful there. But, if it’s 
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“different”, don’t bring it to school; it will index negative identities. These practices and 
implications deny students access to their linguistic capital (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977/1990; 
Bourdieu & Thompson, 1991) and in doing so weave together in the creation and limitation of 
identities (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004). 
Agency 
Intertwined in my understanding of identity is my understanding of agency. The link is 
clearly stated by Buchholz & Hall (2004) who suggest that identity is an outcome of agency. 
Ochs (1993) asserts that agents who are not mindlessly following a “cultural prescription” enact 
identities. But, agency is not an unencumbered player on the stage of life freely enacting its 
every whim. Drawing on practice theory, Ortner conceptualized agency as structured by social 
and cultural forces (1996, 2001a, 2001b, 2006) and I concur. I do not conceive of agency in a 
stand-alone manner as if it acted in isolation from other influences. Like identity, it forms and is 
reformed within contexts. Giddens (1976, 1981) conceptualizes that the contexts that shape 
agency are structures. In his understanding agency and structure presuppose one another. Just as 
in art, shadows are created by light; so agency is formed by structures. At this point the 
comparison breaks down; the inverse relationship is not accurate of shadows and light. But in 
Giddens notion of “the duality of structure”, structures mold practices; yet practices also 
replicate and, at times, create structures. Thus structures are not merely the restrictors of agency, 
but also the facilitators thereof. As a teacher I see this play out on a daily basis in my classroom. 
It is the very structures of school (social, cultural and political) that restrict students’ and my 
agency. Yet because the structures are in place, the students and I also have the power to act on 
the practices: normally reproducing them, but at times transforming them in micro steps. 
Building on this understanding, Sewell (1992) added that agents are both shaped by and shaping 
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structures. Similarly, Rogoff (2003) noted that the individual and culture are “mutually 
constituting”: meaning that the individual has agency as a player to shape culture, at the same 
time that culture has the power to shape that individual. Bucholtz (2003) and Bucholtz and Hall 
(2004) add political structure to the previously listed elements that form identity. Finally, Ortner 
(2006) reiterates that practice theory rests on the understanding that people both reproduce and 
transform the culture that shaped them. 
While I hold to these understandings of agency, it seems to me that the lion’s share of 
power rests on the side of what Giddens (1976, 1981) refers to as structures. Ferguson (2000) 
also holds this position. Returning to my classroom, I see that my students’ desire for more 
recess has never led to more than an occasional blustering of that portion of the day: an extra 5-
10 minutes every week or so, if I (as the teacher) am in good standing with the administration. 
Whereas, the overwhelming power of the structures has constricted recess from the three 10-15 
minute excursions on the playground I had as a student in the 80s, to the 7-10 minute jaunt that 
my first graders call “recess” once each day. Thus, while agency plays a role in the production 
and reproduction of structures I see the scales of power tipping firmly to the side of structures. In 
calling attention to the imbalance of power, I do not mean to dismiss agency. Holland et al. 
(1998) point out this same disparity of power, yet added that in spite of the frailty of human 
agency it occurs regularly in our day to day lived experience and is worthy of a closer 
examination.  
In the spirit of closer examination, a more persistent gaze into my students’ struggle for 
more recess reveals that they employ their agency to have a sort of recess with or without the 
sanction of the structures. As Dyson (1993b) notes, this practice often takes place outside the 
official school world, or the intent of the school, yet inside its brick and mortar walls. Students 
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employ their agency to push back against the structures, at times in the seemingly most 
insignificant manner. Recess like play occurs in little events, especially in-between lessons. 
Students play games or tell their stories and jokes. Sometimes I notice, and exercise my agency 
as teacher to push back against the structures and passively grant my students this reprieve by not 
stopping their play. But, I feel the weight of the structures’ call to nip this “recess” in the bud 
every time an administrator walks through the door.  
Based on audio recordings of student conversations from informal studies that I have 
conducted in my room, I suspect that much of this “recess” passes under my gaze undetected. 
Yet even when I notice and apply the structures to restrict “recess”, student agency is not absent. 
On a particular occasion, the confines of the time out chair did not stop one of my students who 
sat down upon the chair, broke his pencil in half and proceeded to quietly animate a conversation 
between the two halves of his pencil. Interestingly, the conversation echoed the power structures 
in play at that very moment. It began with one half of the pencil declaring in a hyper masculine 
voice, “You’ve been very bad! Go to your room!” This was followed by the second pencil 
fragment whining with overdramatized and high pitched child’s voice, “No! No!” While 
technically submitting to the power of the structures present, in his small way he was utilizing 
the structured agency he possessed to accomplish the objective of play even from the confines of 
entrenched practice. Yet in his agentive act of “recess” in the time out chair he reproduced the 
discourse of the structures and submitted to the letter, if not the spirit of them.  
Although structures often reproduce social practice, this does not transpire in a 
perpetually cycling one to one correlation. If they did what would be the catalyst of change? 
People would be cemented into a “fixed” world. As noted above agents act to modify practices 
and the structures that form them. This occurs in part because structures cross paths with each 
28 
other and the resources that agents bring to social situations are multiple and may be understood 
in multiple manners. Thus, there is no guarantee that the structures or practices will be 
reproduced. In fact, what seems certain – in light of the plethora of possible social situations, 
varied interpretations of social action and ability of social actors to borrow schemas from one 
context and transfer them to another – is that agents will, at times, not reproduce the structures 
(Sewell, 1992). Given this understanding Sewell further notes that agency involves the ability to 
extrapolate schemas to other contexts.  
 Agency as a collective. Up to this point I have written as if agency was always enacted 
by those who are mostly, if not fully, conscious of their effects to affect change. But Ortner 
(2001b; 2006) teases out several nuanced variations of what she labels “intentionality” within a 
spectrum of agency that various theorists have adopted. Among these she suggests the 
aforementioned decidedly conscious designs and agendas of which one is overwhelmingly aware 
of their own effort to exact change. In between the extremes she places somewhat ambiguously 
defined objectives. On the opposite pole we find those desires that are nearly completely 
obscured from consciousness. While recognizing these possibilities, Ortner, positions her 
understanding of agency more toward the conscious side; and I appropriate the same stance.  
Agency, once again like identity, is socially situated. Indeed, the socially situated nature of 
agency is one of the structural forces that molds it. Yet at the same time, students sense the social 
possibilities in a given context and employ their agency to accomplish social work (Ortner, 
2001a). Given agency’s social positioning, it is also not exclusively the property of an individual. 
Rather agency belongs both to the collective and the individual (Sewell, 1992). Most of the 
examples I have cited at this point have treated agency as the tool of the individual. Yet a group 
of students may very well assert their agency to further a given objective, as one class I had did 
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when they wrote letters to our principal requesting more recess. Thus students can be a type of 
collective with common goals for which they assert agency, just as teachers can function as an 
agentive collective toward curricular objectives across their scope and sequence. Similarly, 
affinity identities can be understood as a type of collective identity due to the shared interest and 
cohesion of the group.  In unity the potential for both reproduction and transformation of 
structures is multiplied and thus I would suggest that the adage that the whole is greater than the 
sum of their parts holds some truth in this case.  
Deficit Narratives 
The dominate ideological narrative surrounding the “normal” reader in my district, like 
others throughout the country, was that each reader should progress along the confines of a 
narrow channel of skills on the way toward achieving “literacy” as the various elements of the 
national accountability movement understood it. Under AIMSweb and the Response to 
Intervention (RtI) model, students who acquire these narrow skills were labeled “benchmark” if 
they were on target to achieve the institutional goal. However, if the literacy skill set they 
brought to school didn’t match the institutional understanding of literacy that came from the 
national accountability movement they were also labeled.  
 The longevity of deficit narratives. The notion that some students from families with 
low income arrive in school on the first day without the literacy tool box they need to be 
successful predates the national accountability movement considerably. In 1966 Carl Bereiter 
and Siegfried Engelmann published, Teaching Disadvantaged Children in the Preschool. The 
rhetoric in their work framed children in a dichotomous world. Some children were “culturally 
advantaged” and thus ready for school. Others were “disadvantaged.” In their study, the 
“disadvantaged” students were from families with low income, most of whom were also Black. 
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This dichotomous view led them to suggest a caste system of instruction. For “culturally 
advantaged” students the standard curriculum of the school was suggested. Meanwhile, 
instruction for “disadvantaged” students was boiled down to instructional drills that started from 
the barest components of literacy and assumed that the students entered school knowing nothing. 
Decades later, Bereiter (1988) explained the reasoning behind this choice in the following 
manner. 
The rationale of our approach was simple: In order to catch up, disadvantaged children 
have to learn at a faster than normal rate and the only reasonable hope for doing this 
involves paring instruction down to what is most essential for school success. (p. 18) 
As Goodman (1986) observed, the labeling of students that led to instruction in simplistic 
isolated skills was still common practice in the 1980s. Notably, the achievement gap had not 
closed as a result of such practices (Ladson-Billings, 2006). Teachers too were viewed from a 
deficit perspective. More than thirty years before the National Reading Panel (NRP) would use 
the evidence versus ideology argument (detailed in chapter 4) to challenge how teachers taught, 
Bereiter and Engelmann would argue that teachers, due to a lack of guidance, had reverted to 
what they believed were “tried and true” method of teachings. They asserted that these methods 
neither accomplished educational objectives nor had they been tried for any substantial 
timeframe.  
Fifty years after Bereiter and Engelmann’s Teaching Disadvantaged Children in the 
Preschool, the instructional recommendations of the NRP, No Child Left Behind (NCLB), 
Reading First, DIBELS, AIMSweb and RtI that students with “deficits” receive instruction pared 
down to the “essential” basic skills and that teachers need strict guidance on how to teach seems 
amazingly unoriginal. With this much time, and many programs following Bereiter and 
31 
Engelmann’s lead, one would hope to see some narrowing of the achievement gap between the 
“culturally advantaged” and “disadvantaged.” But it has simply not occurred (Ladson-Billings, 
2006). In spite of a lack of demonstrated longitudinal evidence that the methods advocated by 
those that hold to deficit views can close the gap with minorities and students from low income 
families, such practices have remained seemingly unmovable mountains in the educational 
landscape. 
 Deficit views in Allentown. In Allentown, the community where I taught, deficit views 
were expressed by some teachers. It was not uncommon for me to hear comments in district and 
building level meetings about our students’ lack of background knowledge and experiences. 
Occasionally less filtered comments about not being able to draw water from a stone would 
reflect the naturalized deficit view of our students, nearly all of whom were from families with 
low income, minorities or both. While building principals were quick to dismiss this vantage 
point and encourage staff to help students do their best, the deficit message was actually 
embraced by the upper administration, as I will demonstrate in chapter 5.  
In the mid-90s a more modern, and less academic, spin on Bereiter and Engelmann’s 
perspective was touted by Ruby Payne (1995). Her highly influential book, A Framework for 
Understanding Poverty, echoed the sediment that students from low income families and 
minorities were disadvantaged from the onset of school. Specifically, she argued that their 
language was underdeveloped, adding that some impoverished students only spoke in a register 
of 400-500 words and had no grasp of the “formal” register used in school whatsoever.  
Payne has been widely criticized by scholars. Gorski (2006, 2008) revealed how she 
failed to analyze institutional power or classism while at the same time creating a classist 
portrayal of families with low income unsubstantiated by research. He further noted that she 
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failed to explore how students from families with low income are more likely to have teachers 
that are unlicensed, subpar facilities, outdated materials and larger class sizes. This selective 
ignoring of relevant data places the cause of the achievement gap squarely in the lap of students 
and families with low income. At the same time it disregards issues others have extensively 
documented surrounding glaring funding and resource discrepancies between the social classes. 
(See, for example, Kozol’s 1992 classic, Savage Inequalities). Bomer, Dworian, May & 
Semingson (2008) added to the criticism of Payne’s work by illustrating how many of her claims 
were contradicted by both anthropological and sociological research on poverty. They further 
noted that she presented her claims as data, even though she had not done any actual research. 
Somehow the irony that in an era marked by the national accountability movement’s “research-
based” practices, a highly influential book in schools was based on a lack thereof was missed by 
many readers. Payne’s book and presentations were in high demand. It was just a matter of time 
before we would know about her in Allentown. 
My first face-to-face encounter with Ruby Payne was at a state Title 1 conference the 
year before NCLB was signed. My principal asked me to attend the conference in his place 
because, as he pointed out, he was retiring at the end of the year, and the district would gain 
nothing from sending him. Thus, I ended up spending several days in a downtown convention 
center in our state’s largest city with the Assistant Superintendent, Title 1 Coordinator, Head of 
Curriculum and principals for all the other elementary buildings in the Allentown School 
District. While sitting with the group during a morning keynote session, the Title 1 Coordinator 
leaned over and mentioned to me that I should go see Ruby Payne speak in the afternoon. 
Although the convention center was large, it wasn’t hard to find the room because of the crowd. 
By the time I arrived, and admittedly I was late, all of the seats were taken. People were standing 
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along the side and back walls and spilled out into the hall. My notes from that session recorded 
that Ruby expressed that standardized tests were good for students from families with low 
income in that they revealed how far behind they were. Thus, in her view, standardized tests 
acted as an advocate pointing out that they needed assistance.  
After the presentation, our Title 1 Coordinator told me that the district wanted to bring 
Ruby Payne to Allentown to present. A few years later Ruby finally was contracted to present to 
a countywide inservice hosted by the Allentown School District. Our Title 1 coordinator 
remarked to me that including the county schools, which we had not done before in my tenure, or 
since, helped defray the cost of hiring Ruby. When the day of the inservice actually arrived the 
person who walked out on the high school stage to present Rudy Payne’s material to a maximum 
capacity auditorium was actually her backup speaker. Ruby had not been able to make it. A 
switch had been made at the last minute. Though I did not know it at the time, the presentation 
was content right out of Ruby Payne’s A Framework for Understanding Poverty. The deficit 
view had attained the status of officially sanctioned ideology in Allentown. The district bought 
copies of Payne’s book for each grade level at Fields Elementary and additional copies for each 
grade level in all of the other Allentown schools as well. It was the first time a book on poverty 
with a deficit view had been purchased for Allentown classroom teachers, but not the last time.  
Payne’s A Framework for Understanding Poverty went on to sell 1,500,000 copies with 
its fifth edition, according to the publishing company that she owns: aha! Process. Success in any 
business draws attention. Along with that attention often come more companies or individuals 
offering the same type of product. Thus, it came as little surprise to me when Eric Jensen’s 
Teaching with Poverty in Mind: What Being Poor Does to Kids' Brains and What Schools Can 
Do About It (2009) made its way to the market.  
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Jensen, with a brain based research focus, further spread the “gospel” of deficit views to 
the schools. Jenson argued, like Payne, that students from families with low income have less 
exposure to language and a more limited range of abilities and that this results in a language 
deficit, citing Hart and Risley’s (1995) well known Meaningful Differences in the Everyday 
Experience of Young American Children. However, this study has been heavily criticized for a 
variety of reasons. Michaels (2013) argued the Hart and Risley located failure in school on the 
parents and students without considering the systemic role linguistic ideology enacted in schools 
can play in creating that failure. Dyson (2015) noted that Hart and Risley generalized from a tiny 
sample size of the children of six Black families on welfare to all children from families with 
low income. Further she observed that such deficit views of race, income and language date back 
to colonial times.  
Even prior to Hart and Risley, Labov (1972) had debunked the notion of verbal 
deprivation of Black students from communities with low income in urban settings. Ignoring 
such critics, Jensen labored on, remarking that families with low income (which he also used as a 
proxy for minorities) needed to, but didn’t have the time and resources to provide children 
instruction in the National Reading Panel’s five areas of reading instruction (Phonemic 
Awareness, Fluency, Vocabulary, Phonics and Comprehension). Note here the similarities to 
other deficit model authors. First, locate the problem within the student and their family. Second, 
ignore the role of the deficit ideology utilized in their school. Third, rely on a “solution” from the 
narrow instruction advocated by the accountability movement’s values. Summing up his view 
Jensen bluntly proclaimed, 
Many children raised in poverty enter school a step behind their well-off peers. The 
cognitive stimulations parents provide in the early childhood years is crucial, and as we 
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have seen, poor children receive less of it than their well-off peers do. These deficits have 
been linked to underdeveloped cognitive, social and emotional competences in later 
childhood and have been shown to be increasingly important influences on vocabulary 
growth, IQ, and social skills. (2009, p. 38) 
As another act of endorsing the deficit view the Allentown school district purchased 
copies of Jensen’s book for each school’s professional development library. The following year 
Teaching with Poverty in Mind was offered to any staff member who wanted it free of charge. 
One of our literacy coaches led a voluntarily book circle in which staff members were given 
additional wages to read and discuss Jensen’s work. If there were doubts that the deficit view 
been adopted [?] by the Allentown School District administration, they were squelched. Wanting 
to stay current in the discussion, but not willing to stay after school to discuss it, I requested a 
copy of the book. Alyssa, the principal at Fields Elementary, wrote my name in the front of a 
copy and brought it to me. She asked what I thought about his premise. I answered that I would 
withhold full judgement until I had read it. But it sounded as if it were just another manifestation 
of the deficit view, like Ruby Payne’s work.  
Counternarrative 
 Although I did not adopt a Critical Race Theory (CRT) frame for this study, I found a 
device in their toolbox quite useful, counternarrative. Through the use of counternarrative CRT 
scholars have called into question seemingly objective data and identities as Ladson-Billings 
(1999) suggested. Because deficit narratives have been so long been entrenched they have 
become, to borrow Gal’s (2012) term, naturalized--understood to simply be, “just the way things 
are” as a byproduct of natural causes. Thus, my aim for this study was to author a 
counternarrative that challenges the naturalized ideology by focusing on my students and my 
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experiential knowledge, which is what several scholars have done or suggested CRT scholars do 
(Delgado, 1989; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). Counternarrative has regularly been employed to 
provide an alternate perspective of the lived experiences of minorities, or as Ladson-Billings 
(2014) says, “the least of these.” For this study I will expand Ladson-Billings’ “the least of 
these” to include students who come from families with low income, are given institutional 
identities and labeled under RtI as “strategic” for their so-called literacy deficit. In doing so I aim 
to work toward pedagogical choices that support such students and, in addition, to help 
destabilize the naturalized deficit discourse of the national accountability movement. 
Conclusion 
 In light of the power of the National Accountability Movement and the longevity of 
deficit narratives about students from families with low income and minorities, I see a clear need 
to provide a scholarly counternarrative to the dominate discourse. Although my position as a 
veteran teacher is hardly unique, and my position as a budding scholar is also not uncommon. I 
believe that the combination of the two uniquely positions me to document evidence for such a 
counternarrative. In the following chapter I’ll discuss how the methodological design of my 









Chapter 3  
Methods 
Yet labels and theories are not without their costs. The very order that they provide 
engenders expectations that often impede fresh perception. Labels and theories provide a 
way of seeing. But a way of seeing is also a way of not seeing (Eisner, 1991, p. 67). 
Eisner’s words echoed around in my mind as I reviewed Academic Improvement Measurement 
System based on the web (AIMSweb) data year after year, especially, “But a way of seeing is 
also a way of not seeing”. The literacy identities of AIMSweb, published by Pearson 
Incorporated (2001), and Response to Intervention (RtI) worked to impart labels and entrench 
theories about how to instruct children who were “at risk” or in RtI terms “strategic” or 
“intensive”. The constricted assessment of skills based “literacy” through AIMSweb was a way 
of not seeing the skills of a population that interestingly was not seen in our text books, students 
from families with low income. As a veteran teacher I was unsurprised that these labels 
frequently fell to this population. I wanted to explore the possibility Eisner invoked, that there 
was something that teachers, administrators, parents and politicians weren’t seeing about our 
students because of the way that we were seeing our students. Out of this desire, this study was 
born.  
In this chapter I present the methodological design for this study. Using ethnographic 
methods, I aim to create a narrative about students who enacted their literacy identities across 
literacy contexts against the backdrop of the high stakes assessment culture. In doing so I will 
explore the powerful national and local forces that shaped these contexts and created literacy 
identities for the students. I will also examine the assigning and enactment of literacy identities. 
By studying this particular case, I aim to emphasize the complexities and interplay of literacy 
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contexts, literacy identities, structures and agency. My findings, chapters 4-7, examine these 
issues in a situated local context in which particular individuals had and enacted various 
identities, focusing on their understanding and enactment as they contended with these 
phenomena. I selected an ethnographic approach for this study to immerse myself in the site for 
an extended period of time to gain insight into the contexts that shape literacy instruction and the 
enactment of literacy identities. I also sought to start to view contexts and students which were 
clearly familiar to me as teacher as unfamiliar as a researcher. The following research questions 
guided this endeavor:  
1. How do the national and local contexts shape literacy instruction for first grade students 
who have been labeled “strategic” (below grade level) by Response to Intervention (RtI) 
assessments? 
a. What is the nature of the national contexts that shape literacy instruction? 
b. What is the nature of the local contexts that shape literacy instruction? 
2. How do first grade students who have been labeled “strategic” by Response to 
Intervention (RtI) assessments enact their literacy identities – in a high stakes testing 
culture – across multiple literacy contexts including: reading groups, paired reading, free 
reading, student to teacher reading (one-on-one) and RtI assessments? 
a. What is the nature of the literacy skills that these students employ that are not 
measured by RtI assessments? 
b. What is the nature of the interplay between the participant structure and student 
agency in each of these literacy contexts? 
My goal for this study was to complicate the understanding of students who were viewed as 
unsuccessful or “at risk” under RtI by examining the national and local contexts and then provide 
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a counternarrative to the dominate discourse surrounding such students. To tell the story of these 
students is, is in part, to tell of the school and community in which these students found 
themselves. Thus I will start by introducing the site and then move on to the participants.  
Research Site 
Fields Elementary School was located at the edge of a village of about 4,000 on the 
outskirts of an industrial community of about 50,000 in the Midwest where I taught first grade. 
Coming from out of town each day I passed a neighborhood bar, a laundry mat and a used car 
dealer with ten to fifteen cars on the lot. These businesses had not changed hands for over a 
decade. A family restaurant on the corner didn’t fare quite as well and was now on its third 
incarnation since I began teaching at Fields Elementary. Many of the houses I passed were 
wrapped in crumbling Masonite siding and topped with slumping roofs that had been boarded up 
for years. Most backyards were edged with gravel alleyways, where trash was burned in rusted 
out metal bins, while children’s bicycles often inhabited front yards. Near the center of town was 
a park, with small memorials to those from the community that severed in the armed forces. The 
park was once the location of an abandoned school, before the village leaders arranged to 
consolidate with the much larger Allentown school district. Some parts of the neighborhood 
seemed well maintained; but most of the houses appeared dated and significantly undersized to 
my middle class eyes. Barring rain or snow, I could count on seeing a grey haired White man in 
a blue windbreaker, khaki pants and a baseball hat on his morning walk toward the school and 
back daily. If the weather was warmer, a grey haired White woman would walk with him. If I 
was running late I would see students and parents waiting on street corners for the school bus.  
When Fields Elementary first opened in 2001, the village was overwhelmingly a White 
community. My first few classes had two or three minority students each year. At that time 
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Fields Elementary served students from this village and the nearby edge of Allentown. In an 
effort to make the elementary schools more racially balanced and reflective of Allentown’s 
population, all of the elementary school residential area maps were redrawn. The new map could 
have looked random if you did not know how some parts of the community were mostly racially 
segregated. Small pockets of mostly Black and biracial families were scooped out of the center 
of town and sent to Fields Elementary. Conversely at students who formerly attended Fields 
Elementary were sent to two schools with a higher concentration of minority students.  
Thus, after the redistricting, a sizable group of minority students were bused from 
Allentown past a couple of former neighborhood schools to the cornfields that all but encircled 
Fields Elementary. Some of these students came from a public housing unit which was 
frequently in the news because of shootings. Early on after this transition, I wanted to talk to a 
parent who lived in this area, but they did not have a phone. I casually mentioned to my 
principal, who was Black, that I was going to swing by the public housing and talk to this parent 
after school. Without pausing she told me that I couldn’t go because I was White. She then 
reminded me that Allentown wasn’t like the suburbs of Chicago from which I came. I argued 
that I had been to projects in East Saint Louis, Chicago and overseas and that visiting this project 
in broad daylight didn’t worry me. Eventually, she agreed to let me go. But she insisted that I 
had to be driven to the project and escorted in and out by a Black teacher. 
Fields Elementary was built sixteen years ago with an architectural design copied and 
significantly downsized from an affluent suburban school. The appearance might have led one to 
incorrectly conclude that students from families with middle and upper middle class income 
could be found within. This was simply not the case. Fields Elementary stood in sharp contrast to 
its neighbors, a run-down nursing home and the remains of an abandoned automotive factory. 
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Shortly after the approval of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), automotive 
executives relocated that plant to Central America and the hard realities that many Midwestern 
industrial communities had come to know struck Fields Elementary and the surrounding 
communities. Thus, eighty percent of the students came from homes with low income. The racial 
mix after the redistricting better reflected the two communities. Sixty-eight percent of the 
students identified as White and lived primarily near Fields Elementary. Eighteen percent 
identified as Black. Seven percent identified as biracial and six percent identified as Hispanic.  
 Fields Elementary was designed in the midst of the bullish markets of the late nineties. 
Not surprisingly, the school district decided to buy entirely new furniture for its new building 
and spared few expenses on the building itself, choosing a durable dry wall rather than the 
customary and institutional looking concrete blocks for walls and large windows rather than the 
nontransparent energy panels which replaced windows in many area schools. On my first visit to 
Fields Elementary I was struck by: the keyless entry system, motion detectors (that served the 
dual roles of security and light activation) and video cameras in every hall and entryway. The 
crown jewel of Fields Elementary was its library, with a thirty-foot vaulted ceiling and two of its 
four walls comprised entirely of windows. It was two or three times the size of every elementary 
public school library I had set foot in and its collection of books reflected its capacity, which was 
disproportionately large compared to the student population of about 400.  
 Like most of the schools in the state, Fields Elementary did not meet Adequately Yearly 
Progress (AYP) when I gathered data in 2015. AYP was the measure by which we were held 
accountable under No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation. The pressure to raise scores had 
implored the district to stringently evaluate benchmark and progress monitoring assessment data 
as part of its RtI model. Even grade levels that did not take the standardized test were subject to 
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this data collection and analysis. Thus each school in the district hired a Data and Instructional 
Coordinator to analyze scores, model instruction and address areas of weakness in collaboration 
with the principal. 
Participants 
 Focal students. For this study, I was in search of a group of three to four focal students 
in my own class who were labeled strategic or intensive based on their AIMSweb’s fall and 
winter benchmark assessments and who were from families with low income as defined by the 
state. The design of reading instruction in my classroom was such that students who were in the 
same instructional group for reading spent time in multiple literacy contexts together. As I was 
seeking to observe their interaction across these contexts, I was also in search of a group that 
would already be in the same reading group. In this way I could ensure that they had the 
opportunity to interact with each other in multiple literacy contexts: free reading, paired reading 
and reading group. Reading groups were loosely ability based in my classroom. So I knew that I 
would likely have a group that was comprised mostly of students labeled “strategic” or 
“intensive”. Although I did not form groups on the basis of AIMSweb data there was some 
correlation between the AIMSweb scores and the groups. 
As directed by the Internal Review Board (IRB), I distributed a consent letter to all of my 
students to avoid the appearance of favoritism. The consent letter described how the project 
would not involve any changes in instruction or assessment. I did not actively recruit students to 
participate in this study. To ensure that the students knew that they didn’t have to participate the 
principal came and talked to my class, while I stepped out of the room, and let them know that 
they or their parents could tell me that they didn’t want to participate in the study at any time. 
Every student’s guardian returned a consent letter indicating that their child could participate. 
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However, because of my predetermined focus on students from families with low income who 
were labeled ““strategic” or “intensive” by AIMSweb this group was scaled down quickly. Just 
over half of the students “benchmarked” on the AIMSweb assessment. Of the remaining 
students, all were from families with low income. This was not too surprising given that the 
classroom percentage of low income students hovered around 80. However, this number and 
population was in constant flux because of the mobility rate at Fields Elementary: which was 
nearly forty percent that year. Admittedly, I was concerned about focal students moving out in 
the middle of the study.  
For the students in the remaining pool all but one of the “intensive” students had moved 
to Fields Elementary after the school year began. The “strategic” group on the other hand was 
more stable. I selected four of the “strategic” students to gather data on: three girls and one boy. 
However, after the first four weeks I had to narrow the group to the three girls. For the most part, 
the girls did not interact with the boy if they could help it. Plus, as the study was not an 
experimental design, and I did not want to – and could not – alter the delivery of instruction for 
the sake of the study, I chose to move the boy to a separate reading group in order to best address 
his instructional needs. As opportunities for him to interact with the group were even more 
limited after this change I stopped gathering data with him. The three remaining focal students 
were Alexia, Brittany and Katie.  
Alexia. Alexia was a White female who lived with her mom and younger sister. For my 
classes at Fields Elementary coming from a single parent home was the norm. When I started 
teaching at Fields Elementary, a slim majority of my class each year came from a single parent 
home. As the years went on that percentage was approaching eighty. With two exceptions in a 
pool of over three hundred students, mothers were the single parent. Some of these single 
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mothers explicitly told me that they had requested me as their child’s teacher because they 
wanted a male figure in their child’s life. Alexia’s mother was a part of this group. Alexia had 
attended Fields Elementary in kindergarten. Alexia’s AIMSweb benchmark assessment scores, 
like all of the focal students, were generally closer to “benchmark” than “intensive”. 
Nevertheless, they were low enough to label her “strategic”. In Alexia’s case, her Nonsense 
Word Fluency (ability to read fake three letter consonant-vowel-consonant words)   score was 
the lowest of her scores, placing her in the bottom third of the class. Because my reading groups 
were roughly ability based, Alexia was in the same reading group as the other two focal students, 
Brittany and Katie. 
Brittany. Brittany was a White female. She lived with her mother, father and older 
brothers. Like Alexia, Brittany went to Fields Elementary for kindergarten. As was often the case 
with students whose siblings were in my class for first grade, I met Brittany long before she was 
old enough for school. She was only an infant when her mother brought her to her older brother’s 
(James) parent teacher conference. At the time, James had long since moved on from my room 
and was in fifth grade. I saw his mother carrying Brittany down the hall asleep in her car seat and 
stopped to say hello. We chatted about James growing up so quickly and getting ready to 
graduate to the middle school. By the time Brittany was in first grade, we came full circle, her 
mother was expecting another baby. Brittany’s AIMSweb scores were substantially below 
average in Letter Naming Fluency (ability to identify letters), Phoneme Segmentation Fluency 
(ability to chop words into phonemes) and Nonsense Word Fluency.  
Katie. Katie was a biracial female. She lived with her mother and father. Her mother was 
White and her father was Latino. Together they lived with her younger siblings. Katie entered 
my class in November having just moved from California. Like many new students, she was 
45 
particularly quiet at first. After a day in which she barely spoke to any of her classmates, I moved 
her desk next to Alexia who I frequently had to ask to stop talking during the portions of lessons 
that actually required silence. I was hoping Alexia would be able to draw Katie out of her silence 
and that they would become friends. As I’ll discuss in chapter five, this didn’t take long. Katie 
was as light skinned as Alexia, with blue eyes, brown – with hints of natural blond – wavy hair 
and a last name that didn’t sound Latino. When students entered my room I almost never read 
their entrance reports because I found that a brief conversation with the student told me most of 
what I needed to know. Plus, a face to face conversation helped establish a personal connection. 
Thus, I did not see that racial code of “Hispanic” that her parents had marked on the report and it 
did not occur to me to question what I assumed was her “Whiteness”.  
However, in late January I had called her reading group over to the kidney table for their 
lesson and Katie came but stood behind her chair talking to a friend over on the futon. Everyone 
else was ready to start, but Katie was still talking. I asked her to sit and she didn’t respond. I was 
under the impression that she didn’t hear me. Occasionally, I would briefly switch to another 
language to grab my students’ attention. So I turned toward her and said, “siéntate” (sit down) in 
Spanish. Immediately Katie sat down and laughed. She said told us that her dad said “siéntate” 
all the time. I asked if her father spoke Spanish and she told me that he was from Mexico and 
that he could speak Spanish, but that he didn’t do it too much. I was genuinely surprised and 
curious about her Spanish speaking ability. So, I asked her a couple of questions in Spanish. She 
smiled, giggled and eventually replied to me in English that she didn’t know a lot of Spanish 
words. I wasn’t sure if she was just being shy or if this was the truth. Either way, I did not hear 
her speak in Spanish at any point in the school year. Katie’s AIMSweb NWF was the second 
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lowest in the class. But together with her other scores her instructional recommendation was 
“strategic”.  
Relevant staff. When I began planning for this study I hoped to contextualize the 
experiences of the focal students within the national accountability movement. However, as I 
gathered documents and read about A Nation at Risk, the National Reading Panel, No Child Left 
Behind (NCLB), Reading First, DIBELS, AIMSweb and Response to Intervention I kept 
thinking about how each impacted the Allentown School District and especially Fields 
Elementary. Noticing the now obvious implications of how the macro context played out in the 
micro context of Fields Elementary, I realized that I should gather fieldnotes and artifacts from 
various events and interactions that linked the micro to the macro context. I decided to include 
data meetings and staff meetings to help accomplish this objective. This also led to the inclusion 
of a handful of relevant staff members who I will introduce in the order of their significance in 
this study. 
Alyssa. Alyssa was a White female in her mid-fifties and the principal of Fields 
Elementary for the duration of this study. She was in her third year in this role. Unlike all of the 
other eight principals I had worked for before her, Alyssa came from another school district. She 
had moved across the state late in her career to live closer to her adult children. When I first met 
Alyssa it was early August. I had stopped by the building to drop off several items I had acquired 
over the summer for school that were cluttering a corner of my garage. Knowing that Alyssa 
would be in the building, I parked on the entryway in front of the building, rather than duck in 
and out the back as I otherwise would have done. But, shutting the door to my minivan, I 
accidently cut my hand on a tiny jagged piece of metal protruding from the door. I walked into 
the office bleeding to get a band aid. Alyssa, apparently seeing me walk in, came out to introduce 
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herself and shake my hand. Unfortunately, I was bleeding from my right hand, so I declined the 
hand shake and told her that I was going to grab a band aid and paper towel from the nurse’s 
office. But, she insisted that she would get those items for me and promptly returned with them. I 
cleaned my cut while she went to her office to answer the phone.  
When I met the previous eight head principals, they uniformly struck what I would label 
a formal professional disposition. They sat behind their desk and asked many probing questions, 
at times it was as if I was in an interview. But, when I went into Alyssa’s office to officially meet 
her, she came out from behind her desk, sat down next to me and asked about my teaching 
experience and volunteered information about her years of kindergarten teaching experience. I 
was under the impression that she was trying to build rapport rather than establish herself as the 
authority. It was a novel experience for me and I wondered if this was a front she was using to 
connect with the staff since she was not from the Allentown area.  
Alyssa continued this tone into the beginning of school year. As time went on, I decided 
to accept that this was not a front, but standard operating procedure for her. Thus, from my 
perspective, Alyssa and I had an unusually honest relationship as principal and teacher. This is 
not to suppose by any stretch of the imagination that we were completely forthright with each 
other. The data I will present in chapter five will reveal that, for my part, this was not always the 
case. However, it’s worth noting that I was more trusting, open and honest with her than any of 
my previous principals. She regularly probed me for my opinion of various aspects of curriculum 
and I barely felt compelled to filter my thoughts, as I will demonstrate in chapter five. Over time, 
she disclosed information to me that principals generally withheld. If she was frustrated with the 
staff she would occasionally express this to me privately. On one occasion Alyssa’s daughter 
needed her car, so I gave her a ride from her daughter’s apartment to school. On that ride she 
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mentioned her frustration with staff members, none of whom she named, who seemed to resist 
shifting curricular focus merely on the basis that it was new and not on the quality or 
effectiveness of the programs the district selected.  
Becky. Becky was a White female in her mid-fifties. Becky and I had taught together in 
first grade for thirteen years. When I first came to Fields Elementary I was directed to observe 
her teach math by the principal. I watched a math problem solving lesson, which was unlike any 
I had seen at that point. It appeared to me that she moved too quickly and employed guided 
instruction excessively without independent practice. I was thoroughly not impressed, which just 
goes to show how little I knew. Becky would go on to win multiple teaching awards, author two 
math problem solving books and be a regular conference speaker. Later I would jokingly admit 
that if I was half the math teacher she was I would deserve an “excellent” on my evaluation. 
Becky was also an atypical teacher in that she had substantial experience in the business realm. 
She had worked in marketing for a global retail company, but had gone back to school to become 
a teacher. She also had experience as a union negotiator. As I will demonstrate in chapter five 
she was amply capable of posing resistance to the national accountability movement in the local 
context. 
Becky and I became friends over time. We did not “hit it off” in my first year at Fields 
Elementary at all. This was partly because I kept my distance due to my experiences in my 
previous school. I had come from another school in Allentown where teachers were much less 
than collaborative. At times they would literally get into shouting matches or give each other the 
silent treatment. It did not help matters that I was an outsider on several levels in spite of the 
racial homogeny of the staff which was all White expect for the principal and a special education 
teacher. At that school I was more than twenty years younger than every teacher in my unit, 
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which was Kindergarten to second grade. I was also the only male teacher in the unit. Adding to 
my outsider status, I didn’t live in or near Allentown. Because of this, I was told by a couple of 
teachers that I shouldn’t take Allentown’s tax dollars (i.e. my salary and benefits) to a different 
community. At times I was told by my coworkers, but never my administrators, that I should 
move to Allentown. It did not help matters that I had lived in Upstate New York, the San 
Francisco Bay area and the suburbs of Chicago. Meanwhile, most of the staff had never lived 
outside of Allentown and the surrounding communities. I distinctly remember listening to the 
conversations in the teacher’s lounge, and thinking that I would never be able to be a part of their 
social circle, nor was I interested. Frankly, I was too busy looking down my suburbanite nose at 
them to want this. Even if I had wanted to enter into their social world, I thought there were too 
many bridges to cross. But, I was wrong, and Becky helped me enter “their” space until “them” 
became (in some ways) “we”. But, this was a long process. 
When I transferred from my first school to Fields Elementary, I still felt like the outsider. 
I was the only male teacher in the building, the only teacher in the building under the age of forty 
(twenty years younger than the average staff member) and the only person in the building who 
wasn’t from Allentown or one of the small neighboring communities. Once again, I opted to 
keep some distance from nearly everyone, including my grade level partners. This was easy to do 
because my room was two classrooms away from theirs and they were at the end of a dead end 
hallway which I never had a reason to travel down, unless I was explicitly going to see them. But 
Becky wasn’t going to have it. She went to the principal and arranged for the teacher across the 
hall from her to be moved so that I could be in the same part of the building as the other first 
grade teachers.  
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The principal and the literacy coach at the time also met with me and told me that I 
needed to be less reclusive and more collaborative. So, I started to make an effort too. In doing 
so I found that Becky was actually quite kind and helpful. Eventually I came to see her as my 
mentor and the ideal counterpart. She ran strictly concise meetings and completed her end of 
team projects in an impeccable manner and normally far ahead of the deadline. Since I was 
working on a Master’s degree, married and had three kids at home I appreciated her respect of 
my time and her efficiency. As the years went by we became a team, each using our strengths to 
improve the quality of our work. Voluntarily, and of our own initiative, we observed each other’s 
lessons, provided feedback and mimicked each other’s best practices. In the process we crossed 
the bridges of age and the Allentown/outsider divide and became friends.  
Chris. Chris was a White female in her late fifties and the Data and Instruction 
Coordinator. In Allentown this was a building level non-classroom based position that was 
created to analyze AIMSweb, Discovery Education and state testing data. The other half of her 
job was to help teacher’s improve their instruction. She accomplished this through team teaching 
and working with small groups for about half of the school day. However, this aspect of her job 
was only applied in the grades that had state mandated standardized testing, third through fifth. 
Although the salary scale for this position was the same as the teacher pay scale, many of the 
official duties were similar to an assistant principal: running meetings, providing inservice 
training, coaching staff and evaluating test scores. Unofficially, they were known to handle 
student behavior issues like a principal as needed. Many Data and Instruction Coordinators went 
on to become principals in the district. So, the position had the reputation of being a stepping 
stone to administration, but without the compensation afforded to interns. At the time of the 
study Chris was wrapping up her Master’s in administration and openly discussed her interest in 
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becoming a principal in the final stage of her career. Chris was new to Fields Elementary when 
she took this position. She had been an elementary classroom teacher for 29 years. On inservice 
days, when we had an hour for lunch instead of the contractual 30 minutes, Chris and I often 
went out to lunch with a couple other teachers. In staff and inservice meetings we frequently, and 
of our own choosing, sat together. We inquired about each other’s families. I especially asked 
her about her son who was in the armed forces because she frequently expressed how much she 
missed him.  
Role of the Researcher 
Bresler (1996, p. 21) noted, “In the qualitative paradigm, the researcher is never an 
objective presence, unaffecting and unaffected, but is always situated in relation to the study.” 
As a qualitative researcher, I could not simply disconnect from who I was to conduct this study. 
My evolving beliefs and understandings, born out of my history and contexts, affected what I 
observed and how I observed (Emerson et. al, 1995; Dyson & Genishi, 2005). Because I used my 
first grade classroom as the site, I was, in some ways, situated in relation to the study by default. 
My role on the participant/observer continuum was largely predetermined for me; yet how I 
enacted that role was not set in stone.  
Teacher and researcher. After years of being a teacher, it would have been functionally 
inconceivable – as well as an unethical breach of trust with my students, the school and the 
community – to step primarily into a purely observer role. This was especially true when I taught 
reading groups. My firm intent was to provide the same quality of instruction I delivered before 
the study, while simultaneously observing the focal students. As I anticipated, this created some 
tension between my role as practitioner and my role as researcher. That noted, I had taught 
reading group lessons more than five thousand times over the course of my career. While the 
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content and format of the lessons had varied over the years, I developed a fairly high level of 
proficiency with this practice. Further, the school district seemed to possess a high regard for my 
instructional capability. I had been repeatedly asked to present on literacy instruction and model 
lessons. I also earned an “Excellent” on all of my evaluations: even under the latest stringent 
guidelines legislated in my state. As well, my district granted approval for me to gather data in a 
very similar manner for my early research project. During that project, the predictable pattern of 
the lessons allowed me to guide instruction in an uninterrupted manner that provided satisfactory 
fieldnotes. It was challenging, but I was content that I maintained the quality of instruction as my 
district had come to expect while enacting the researcher role. 
One advantage to being in the classroom as the teacher was that I only observed a 
nominal shift in my students’ behavior due to my researcher role. I was clearly not a novel 
presence in the setting. It was nothing new for my students to see me type in a Word document 
as they read and interacted due to common classroom practices, like running records: a tool 
developed by Marie Clay for analyzing student reading. I also did not have to build rapport with 
the participants, as that was preexisting. Further, being the teacher allowed me to note the finer 
nuances of what occurred in the classroom. On the flip side, entering a classroom as a 
practitioner for so many years left an indelible imprint on how I view classrooms, especially my 
own room. I was so deeply an insider that it may have blinded me to elements of the setting that 
perhaps an outsider would notice rather quickly, or to revisit Eisner’s (1991) notion from the 
beginning of this chapter “But, a way of seeing is also a way of not seeing” (p. 67). Thus, as both 
the practitioner and researcher a significant portion of my work was making what had been 
extremely familiar strange through data gathering and analysis methods that are not common 
practice for elementary school teachers. 
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As the classroom teacher I possessed experiential knowledge about the site that a brief 
ethnographic study would not be likely to capture. I journeyed through the school’s history as a 
participant from the year after it opened, and helped build the culture of this school. It had 
shaped me as I had attempted to shape it: as a teacher-leader. This will be especially evident in 
chapters four and five in which I consider the context that gave birth to the institutional identities 
of the focal students. Although I believe that it will be amply clear after reading chapter four, it is 
worth noting here that I held a political and social predisposition that did not favor the current 
high-stakes testing culture that NCLB and its forerunners have helped construct. In fact, I had 
made ongoing concerted efforts to counteract its impact on instruction. This was undeniably a 
part of my teacher identity and affected my roles as participant and researcher. 
Positionality. My positionality extends significantly beyond simply being a teacher and a 
researcher. I am a White male in my early forties who was raised in a middle class family. 
However, like many others, my class positioning is a bit more complex than a simplistic label. 
My parents grew up poor by western standards. As odd as it might sound, my father was actually 
born in a log cabin. His working class parents never graduated from high school and my 
grandfather was actually kicked out of his family for the little education he did attain because 
they believed that public education was a tool of the devil. My mother’s family had so little that 
they couldn’t afford meat for their seven children. So, her father fished and hunted rabbits and 
squirrels to supplement their diets. They believed, as did their parents, that in order to grow up 
one should be financially independent at eighteen years old. After all, both of my parents had, 
after graduating from high school, worked various jobs on their way through college. In doing so 
they broke out of the working class and they expected their children to follow in their steps. I 
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knew it was doable because both of my older siblings had already graduated from college 
without my parents’ assistance.  
Thus, in spite of my parents’ substantial income, my father went on to become a research 
pharmacist for a global company with revenues of over 20 billion annually, I funded all of my 
college tuition, fees, food and housing without any assistance from my family, grants, 
scholarships or other external sources. I, like my parents, accomplished this by working part time 
during the school year and full time on breaks and summers. I also finished my bachelor’s degree 
in education without any debt, a feat that may no longer be possible in the United States of 
America without direct assistance given the rising cost of higher education. This meant that 
starting at fifteen years old I was flipping burgers for McDonalds, and a few years later 
unloading semis for Wal-Mart on third shift to pay for college. Becoming a teacher didn’t raise 
my income enough in the early years to stop my family from qualifying for Earned Income 
Credit, which is a federal Internal Revenue Service (IRS) tax credit for people earning low to 
moderate income (Internal Revenue Service, 2017). Eventually, a raise for earning a master’s 
degree lifted us out of that financial bracket. So, I as an adult, I have inhabited both the working 
and middle classes. This bears relevance as I find it easy to understand some elements of the 
plight of my students’ families. 
Thus, while my upbringing and current income level placed me in the middle class I had 
a body of experience that granted me insight into some of the experiences of families with low 
income. When I started teaching, I lived in a neighborhood almost exclusively occupied by 
families with low-income. Because teaching isn’t a remarkably lucrative profession I stayed 
there for over a decade. Less than a quarter of a mile from my house sat a public housing project 
that had almost as many annually reported crimes as there are days in a year. Over the course of 
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my time living in this neighborhood, drug dealers were openly operating out of three different 
homes two to three doors away. On some Friday nights cars would literally line up to buy drugs. 
I watched the police surround my neighbors’ homes on multiple occasions. At couple of times 
over eight officers showed up at one time. A man was shot and killed at the end of my block 
during a fight. A stolen car was abandoned in my front yard. The family next door was evicted 
and their home was auctioned when their carpet cleaning business declined. An automotive 
repossesser knocked on my door to ask if another neighbor was hiding a car they had allegedly 
failed to make payments on.  
There were challenges to be sure. But, this community also watched out for one another. 
Two neighbors shoveled the driveway of a disabled resident free of charge. Several families took 
turns making dinner for each other once a week. We voluntarily worked on each other’s home 
improvement projects. One of them loaned me his tools and taught me how to install laminate 
flooring in my own house, and worked free of charge. Our children played together. There were 
block parties to which all were invited and many attended. It was an enriching and challenging 
experience that shaped me and how I understood some of the experiences of families with low 
income whose children I taught. 
Data Collection Procedures 
As this study focused on how students enact their literacy identities across literacy 
contexts, I employed the following ethnographic methods: audio recordings, artifacts and 
fieldnotes to create a mental picture of what happens within the space of my classroom. 
Observations occurred four to five days a week for 11 weeks from April 16, 2015 to May 27, 
2015. During this time, I took fieldnotes, audio recorded and gathered artifacts of the following: 
reading groups, paired reading, free reading and student to teacher (one-on-one) reading and 
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AIMSweb. All of these activities except free reading took place at the kidney table or next to the 
kidney table where I created jottings on what I observed the students doing. Free reading took 
place on the futon and rocking chair a short distance from the kidney table (see Figure 3.1).  
Figure 3.1 
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I was concerned that my watchful eye would have an effect on my focal students’ social  
interaction and reading engagement across all of the literacy contexts: AIMSweb, reading 
groups, student to teacher reading, paired reading and free reading. To some extent I believe this 
was the case. But, as I will illustrate in chapter 7, my presence was not enough in itself to deter 
my focal students from spending large chunks of their free reading time completely “off task”. 
Even though I used my iPod when I recorded running records, I was concerned that they would 
play with it when I wasn’t in close proximity to me, or talk into it rather than carry on with their 
normal school activities. At the beginning of data collection, I documented several instances 
when the focal students would record messages for me, like one day when the three of them 
huddled around the iPod on the futon. Having just made amends after arguing over a book they 
proceeded to lean in close to the iPod and say, as Katie did, “Mr. Brown, Brittany is being nice 
now and Alexia is being nice.” But this type of behavior tapered off quickly. Eventually they 
hardly said anything about the recorder or touched it. They also stopped leaving messages for 
me. I believe that, for the most part, it became just another unremarkable part of their classroom 
experience.  
Fieldnotes. I created fieldnotes on site during and after observations in the short window 
just after each literacy event ended and during my lunch break or after school, so as to not 
compromise the quality of instruction I provided as a teacher. I analyzed these fieldnotes 
throughout the study. This resulted in a refining of focus for the direction during the study 
through the emergence of patterns or trends in the data. As the study went on I realized that the 
broader contexts in which my students’ identities were created were a major component of the 
story I wanted to tell. Thus, I gathered fieldnotes on staff meetings, grade level meetings and a 
presentation that I gave to the administration. 
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Audio recordings. Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner & Cain (1998) assert that identities are, 
“... the imaginings of self in worlds of action, as social products” and that they are “lived in and 
through activity and so must be conceptualized as they develop in social practice” (p. 5). 
Primarily these social practices occur through or with language. To better understand how 
literacy identities are enacted in school I recorded and transcribed conversations surrounding 
literacy events including: reading groups, paired reading, free reading, student to teacher reading 
(one-on-one) and RtI assessments. As a participant researcher I was directly part of some of 
these events, but not all. As much as possible I transcribed the data on the day of the recording. 
When this was not logistically feasible I played catch up on the weekends and other days that we 
did not have school. As mentioned above I used an iPod Nano to record audio. Normally I 
started the recorder before a literacy context started and placed it where the focal students tended 
to sit. If it was too far away I moved it closer. But this was uncommon.  
Artifacts. Institutional literacy identities in this study originated with AIMSweb’s Test of 
Early Literacy (TEL) data (hereafter referred to as AIMSweb) as utilized within the RtI system. I 
collected data to examine the origin of such identities. Curricula materials related to literacy 
instruction as well as lesson plans that addressed “areas of weakness” from instruction were also 
gathered for this study. I collected the notes that I wrote on meeting agendas for staff meeting 
relevant to this study and all meetings focused on RtI or literacy instruction.  
Documents. Documents were selected due to their relevance not only to literacy 
instruction at the national level, but also for their impact in the local context in Allentown. The 
following federal documents were included in this study: A Nation at Risk, NCLB, Put Reading 
First, Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young Children and speeches regarding NCLB. These 
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documents provided the backbone of chapter 4 in which I examine the implications of the 
ideologies embedded within the pages of these powerful documents. 
Data Analysis Procedures 
 The goal of my analysis was to examine identity enactment by students who have been 
given institutional literacy identities (Gee, 2002) as struggling early literacy students based on 
their instructional recommendation of “strategic” or “intensive” from AIMSweb data. Data 
analysis was conducted utilizing a sociocultural lens: paying close attention to the social 
interaction through which literacy is learned (Halliday, 1980; Rogoff, 1990; Vygotsky, 1978) 
and the meaning making that occurred via interaction in social and cultural events (Rogoff, 2003; 
Vygotsky, 1986). Attention was also given to agency exercised in the enactment of identities and 
literacy skills that did not register on the school’s assessment tool AIMSweb, which is a Pearson 
product.  
Employing interpretive methods, I examined how meaning was made through the 
enactment of identity across multiple early literacy contexts as well as the role of participant 
structures and various imposed identities: such as discursive and institutional identities. With this 
framework I analyzed the data across literacy events. Through the process of open coding, I 
identified patterns and labeled themes that became evident as I reviewed fieldnotes, transcripts 
and other data sources (Dyson & Genishi, 2005). I organized field notes and audio recording 
transcripts from each day into the one Word document, chronologically and indexed with 
hyperlinks according to themes to aid in the analysis as well as the process of substantiating 
assertions. This process was ongoing throughout the study and dynamic in nature: so that the 
focused codes evolved over the course of the study (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). Thus the data 
collection simultaneously served to ground the data analysis.  
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Federal policy does not form in an ideological vacuum. To examine the ideologies 
shaping federal policy of literacy instruction I employed document analysis. In the process of 
document analysis, I coded content into themes pertaining to literacy instruction. This process 
was also ongoing throughout the study and dynamic in nature This method lead me to examine 
the ideologies that shaped literacy instruction from a national perspective, the findings of which 
are contained primarily in chapter 4. The table below illustrates the data collection process and 
analysis for each data source. 
Table 3.1 
Data Collection Procedures and Analysis 
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Fieldnotes 5-30 minutes: 
17 times 
I created jottings during the meetings to document 
details and discussion. Fieldnotes were written 










1 hour a day, 
4-5 days a 
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Audio recordings were taken in each literacy 
context: AIMSweb, reading groups, student to 
teacher reading, paired reading and free reading. 
Fieldnotes were taken simultaneously as jottings to 
document details and nonverbal communication. 
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instruction such as: A Nation at Risk, NCLB, Put 
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conducted document analysis to understand the 











Meetings were run by Chris (the Data and 
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the meetings to document details and discussion. 
Fieldnotes were written immediately after the 











Meetings were run by Alyssa (the principal at Fields 
Elementary). Jottings were taken during the 
meetings to document details and discussion. 
Fieldnotes were written immediately after the 





 I designed this study to examine the literacy identities of the focal student across literacy 
contexts. I selected an ethnographic approach in order to examine the ideology that shaped 
literacy instruction from the national to the local levels but also to provide a counternarrative to 
the dominate discourse surrounding students from families with low income as enacted in the 
particular context at Fields Elementary. As a result, I sought to understand how the participants 
made meaning and enacted their identities and roles in uncover answers to my questions. In the 































The National Context: Pressure from Washington 
We have a genuine national crisis. More and more, we are divided into two nations. One 
that reads, and one that doesn't. One that dreams, and one that doesn't. (NCLB, 2001, p.1) 
In this chapter I aim to explore the complexities of the situated experiences of first grade students 
labeled “struggling readers” at Fields Elementary in Allentown. To do so, I will explore some of 
the overarching contexts which shape literacy instruction and experiences that occurred in this 
study. This will begin with an overview of the national social and political contexts in which the 
proverbial pressure cooker took shape. In doing so I will trace the rise of the national 
accountability movement through A Nation at Risk (National Commission on Excellence in 
Education, 1983), The National Reading Panel, No Child Left Behind (NCLB), Reading First, 
Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS) and the Response to Intervention 
(RtI) model to discuss how the Allentown school district both embraced and resisted the national 
accountability movement in a complex intersection of contrasting ideologies, assessment and 
instruction. As I do so, I will walk chronologically through the time frame I taught in Allentown. 
Thus, I will discuss a specific document, speech or piece of legislation, and examine how those 
forces impacted the Allentown School District and Fields Elementary School. I will repeat that 
process traversing my years in Allentown leading up the time I gathered data on the focal 
students. 
A Nation at Risk 
For decades the national political discourse surrounding schools has centered on the 
“crisis” in education and how to fix it. The proverbial education ship was depicted as one sailing 
recklessly into icy waters certain to sink the Titanic nation. As early as 1983 A Nation at Risk 
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(National Commission on Excellence in Education) sounded the alarm warning a country 
percolating with fear in the Cold War that, “…the educational foundations of our society are 
presently being eroded by a rising tide of mediocrity that threatens our very future as a Nation 
and a people.” The paper was infused with nationalistic pride and indignation that other countries 
could “match or surpass our educational attainments” to the point at which it called this feat 
“unimaginable” (p. 9). Laying aside the accuracy of such an assertion, I’m compelled to note that 
apparently it was acceptable to selectively “forget” the rise and fall of every dominant 
civilization in recorded history, as if the decline of far longer standing ancient Chinese, Egyptian, 
Mayan and Roman civilizations were mere outliers of a data set in which the United States of 
America’s less than hundred years of dominance was the unshakable standard and its decline 
therefore “unimaginable.” Nevertheless, the commission went on with its cold war rhetoric, 
invoking Sputnik repeatedly and warning that not only had the Russians gained ground, but our 
old World War II enemies, the Germans and Japanese, were surpassing us in key manufacturing 
sectors.  
After a full single spaced page of glaring educational statistics, the report solemnly noted, 
“For the first time in the history of our country, the educational skills of one generation will not 
surpass, will not equal, will not even approach, those of their parents” (p. 12). For all its 
sounding the alarm, A Nation at Risk (1983) did not immediately or directly point an accusing 
finger at teachers. Instead it gave a nod to the profession’s difficulties by noting that a teacher’s 
working life was “unacceptable” due to insufficient compensation and a lack of influence over 
professional decisions, like the selection of curriculum (p. 20). Perhaps that portion of the 
narrative was an attempt to come alongside educators. But the indirect accusations began gently, 
if not somewhat cryptically. First it was that “the dedication, against all odds, that keeps teachers 
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serving in schools and colleges, even as the rewards diminish” was “waiting to be mobilized” (p. 
16). The very first finding regarding teaching, that many teachers come from the bottom quarter 
of their graduating class, echoed the old adage, “Those who can do; and those who can’t teach.” 
Combined with the overarching theme that the United States’ educational ship was taking in 
water faster than anyone could hope to bail, such rhetoric helped point education down the road 
toward a need for more accountability and the deskilling of teachers through tighter federal 
control over curriculum (Kliebard, 1993; Newkirk, 2009; Shannon, 2000).  
Federal Mediation of the Reading Wars  
As pressure to improve student’s performance in schools heated up, so too did the 
debates over how best to accomplish such a task: especially how to improve reading. For years 
the debates raged on in both public and private spaces. Eventually, the federal government made 
attempts to resolve the issue. In doing so they gradually increased their circle of influence in 
literacy instruction.  
Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young Children. By the late nineties, at the 
National Research Council, the Committee on the Prevention of Reading Difficulties in Young 
Children had been working on a project whose aim was “… cutting through the detail of partially 
convergent, sometimes discrepant research findings to provide an integrated picture of how 
reading develops and how reading instruction should proceed” (Snow & Burns, 1998. p. 6). This 
project, published under the title Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young Children (Snow, 
Burns & Griffin, 1998) was initiated under the directive of U.S. Department of Education and the 
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services and funded by a grant from the National 
Academy of Sciences and the U.S. Department of Education. It was more than an 
acknowledgement of the existence of conflicting research findings or merely an admission of the 
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state of reading instruction at the time. This publication was situated at the back end of the 
“reading wars” of the 80’s and 90’s, in which the deeply entrenched whole language and phonics 
camps battled over whose approach to reading instruction was best. The phonics camp drew on a 
parts to whole understanding of reading development. Generally, their focus was on direct 
instruction of decontextualized skills like decoding. Meanwhile the whole language camp 
understood reading as situated in social contexts and the better taught from a whole to parts 
perspective, attending to phonics in the context of the meaning of the text (Goodman, 2011). 
This was so much more than just a trendy educational topic, as differentiated instruction is today. 
The arguments were quite bitter, and at times personal, in academia, school and public circles. 
Ken Goodman’s What’s Whole About Whole Language (1986) was, in part, a rebuttal to the 
phonics camp, in which he noted: 
 
Schools frequently isolate language from its meaningful functional use. Then they change 
language into non-language. Only in the social context of language usage does it have a 
meaning potential for the learner, and only in such context is it language and easy to 
learn. (p. 20) 
 
 Harvard professor Jeanne Chall appeared in a Newsweek cover story accusing the whole 
language camp of fearing rote learning more than the absence of learning altogether and further, 
believing that a good heart was enough to produce reading results (Kantrowitz & Hammill, 
1990). Without question, In Defense of Good Teaching: What Teachers Need to Know About the 
Reading Wars (1998) which Ken Goodman edited, and had contributions from the likes of 
Richard I. Allington, Bess Altwerger, Ellen H. Brinkley, Carole Edelsky, Linda Ellis, David 
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Freeman, Yvonne S. Freeman, Haley Woodside-Jiro, Sharon Murphy and Frances R.A. Paterson 
was positioned as a tool to respond to the phonics camp yet again. Back and forth the debate 
raged on the national academic and public stages and it reverberated in the everyday lives of 
students and teachers. 
The Reading Wars in Allentown. During the nearly two decades I taught in Allentown, 
the debate was just as hot. There were teachers who didn’t to talk to each other because of battles 
in the “reading wars.” The exception to this, and sometimes the impetus thereof, came with each 
cycle of reading curriculum selection. In Allentown a committee of teachers, appointed and led 
by administrators selected curriculum on a seven-year cycle. The committee would consider a 
pool of possible curriculum and narrow that down to two pilots. The following school year each 
curriculum was piloted for half the year. At the end, pros and cons were presented by teachers 
and a vote taken to select the new curriculum. Teachers from opposing camps would jockey to 
be selected as members of the curriculum selection committee. Two teachers were allowed per 
building. Stacking the committee was not an agenda that was well hidden. Teachers would 
actively recruit likeminded colleagues from other buildings to volunteer for the committee in an 
effort to ensure that their side would win. Likewise, principals with a vested interest were known 
to recruit for their side. In an administrative effort at balance, a curriculum with tendencies from 
each perspective was generally selected for piloting. But, much like in Congress, the final vote 
on which curriculum would be used district wide, normally fell along party lines.  
When I started working for the Allentown School District in the mid-90s the Whole 
Language camp had won the last battle. A constructivist approach (with its whole to parts, 
learning through interaction, process and product both matter methodology) dominated the 
classrooms of those teachers who embraced it. Authentic literature was used for day to day 
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reading instruction, a stark contrast to the poor quality in-house basal readers selected in the 
previous cycle, not unlike like the famous Dick and Jane series. However, differences ran so 
deep that I knew a couple of teachers who hid the old phonics basal readers in their rooms, 
quietly shut the door and taught with those materials instead. As one of them told me, it was the 
right thing to do. Further, supporting their efforts, some building principals were known to look 
the other way when their teachers wanted to deviate from the mandated materials, passively or 
actively ignoring upper administrators’ directives to homogenize instruction delivered across the 
district.  
A couple years later a former teacher in the district, and member of the phonics camp, 
became the director of curriculum. Although we were not due to select a new reading series for 
several years, a compelling case for change in reading instruction from kindergarten to second 
grade was made because of the district’s unfavorable IOWA Test of Basic Skills (Lindquist & 
Hieronymus, 1964) scores for reading in those grades. Shortly thereafter, Read Well, a controlled 
vocabulary, systematic phonics program was purchased and implemented. This bypassed the 
standard practice of teacher-led curriculum selection process entirely. We were told that we 
couldn’t continue with our Whole Language practices and that it was time to move on. At that 
point, those who embraced the values of the phonics camp interpreted this as validation of their 
position.  
The end of the Reading Wars? With such bouncing between differing ideologies and 
practices in Allentown, it was not illogical that in Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young 
Children (Snow, Burns & Griffin, 1998) the Committee on the Prevention of Reading 
Difficulties in Young Children explicitly stated their aspiration that their work might mark the 
end of the reading wars. Though it was targeted as a prevention tool, the authors took pains to 
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repeatedly point out that their recommendations were for all students. In an effort to reach a 
middle ground of consensus, the authors drew on a wide array of studies and cited the works of 
qualitative, ethnographic, longitudinal and correlational studies, not just the so-called “gold 
standard” experimental quantitative studies. At a time when consensus was reached by drawing a 
line in the sand and trying to coerce everyone to come over to one side, the committee seemed to 
make an attempt at presenting a unified front: especially when compared to the work of the 
National Reading Panel, which I will attend to shortly. The committee noted, “All members 
agreed that reading should be defined as a process of getting meaning from print, using 
knowledge about the written alphabet and about the sound structure of oral language for 
purposes of achieving understanding.” While this opening statement read like a nod to the 
phonics camp, the next acknowledged the socially situated nature of reading, “All thus also 
agreed that early reading instruction should include direct teaching of information about sound-
symbol relationships to children who do not know about them and that it must also maintain a 
focus on the communicative purposes and personal value of reading” (Snow & Burns, 1998. p. 
6). Further they explicitly added that, “Reading is not only a cognitive psycholinguistic activity 
but also a social activity.” (Snow, Burns & Griffin, 1998. p. 15). Specifically, the committee 
suggested that kindergarteners should receive instruction that encourages interaction between 
students and talk about texts: which acknowledges elements of the sociocultural perspective 
promoted by researchers like Genishi and Dyson (2009), Rogoff (1990) and Vygotsky (1978) 
who argued for language learning through social participation.  
In stunning contrast to the discourse of A Nation at Risk (National Commission on 
Excellence in Education, 1983) the Panel noted the “failure” of many students in reading was not 
due to quality of instruction, teaching methods or materials. Rather they pointed to increased 
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expectations. “Current difficulties in reading largely originate from rising demands for literacy, 
not from declining absolute levels of literacy. In a technological society, the demands for higher 
literacy are ever increasing, creating more grievous consequences for those who fall short” 
(Snow, Burns & Griffin, 1998. p 1). Indeed, the consequences were and continue to be grievous 
particularly for young learners, especially in the realm of kind of instruction they receive once 
they are considered to have fallen short. For some students, this happens before they even set 
foot in school based merely on their parents’ income or race (Dyson, 2015). 
Deficit views in Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young Children. Unfortunately, the 
work of the committee on the Prevention of Reading Difficulties in Young Children was 
unabashedly plagued with deficit views of young readers from minority families and/or families 
with low income. Notably they stated, “The association of poor reading outcomes with poverty 
and minority status no doubt reflects the accumulated effects of several of these risk factors, 
including lack of access to literacy-stimulating preschool experiences and to excellent, coherent 
reading instruction” (Snow, Burns & Griffin, 1998. p. 4). Later they took this rhetoric one step 
further stating that students from impoverished neighborhoods, tend to end up in impoverished 
language and literacy environments including local preschools and day cares. As if this wasn’t 
enough, they further added that being a speaker of a “nonstandard variety of English” introduces 
language variation that can hamper development of English literacy. Thus these students were 
considered “at risk” of entering school behind their peers before the onset of their official public 
school experience. This understanding of language variation is problematic on multiple levels. 
It’s well documented that no one English dialect is in fact better than another from a linguistic 
perspective, (Wolfram, Adger & Christian, 1999; Wolfram & Ward, 2006). But, what is spoken 
by most teachers, various types of White middle class English, has been valued in our schools for 
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so long that it is hard for many teachers to conceive of their English as merely a subset of many 
equally useful varieties on the market. Yet this defect view persists. Woolard (1998) refers to this 
viewing of certain groups of people with socially and politically dominated attitudes about 
language as language ideology. Inside or outside of school, this discourse has gone on for so long 
in the United States as to be accepted as a matter of fact concerning students from families with 
low income and some minorities, or to use Gal’s (2012) term “naturalized.” It is as if this was 
just the natural order of the universe and not a social construct situated in a particular culture, 
place and time. It does not take complex mental gymnastics to note the alarming parallels 
between this naturalized view of language ideologies and naturalized racial ideology documented 
by many, including John Howard Griffin (2011) in his landmark book Black Like Me in which he 
darkened and dyed his skin to pass as Black and to explore the lived experience of Black 
southerners in the 1950s. As such, he found over and over that White Southerners rationalized 
their discrimination against Blacks in both policy and day to day life as part of the natural order. 
A phenomenon also clearly illustrated in the film American Tongues. (Kolker, Alvarez & 
Wilson, 1987).  
Deficit views in Allentown. In Allentown some teachers would make off hand remarks to 
me about how our students, the overwhelming majority of whom were from families with low 
income and many of whom were minorities, couldn’t speak English. Interestingly, I never heard 
these remarks directed towards students who were officially labeled English Language Learners 
(ELL). When I would counter with arguments from some researchers in the field (See: Alim & 
Smitherman, 2012; Labov, 1972; Wolfram, Adger & Christian, 1999; Wolfram & Ward, 2006) 
about the validity of all varieties of English, my experience was that the teacher would inevitably 
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retreat to a position that acknowledged this research. But, they would insist that for the purposes 
of education and the work place students needed to be able to speak “standard English.”  
Needless to say, deficit views of literacy were imbedded in Preventing Reading 
Difficulties in Young Children (Snow, Burns & Griffin, 1998) and present in Allentown. 
Conversely, other researchers (Delpit 2003; Genishi & Dyson, 2009) have argued that, all 
children bring linguistic skill sets to school, and given the opportunity to build on what they 
know, they can excel: especially if their teacher delivers engaging instruction based on their 
knowledge of the students’ cultural, intellectual, historical, and political legacies.  
 High quality instruction for all. In spite of the deficit views that plagued Preventing 
Reading Difficulties in Young Children, (Snow, Burns & Griffin, 1998) the committee did not 
call for radically different instruction for students from families with low income or minorities. 
In breathtaking contrast to the three-leveled instructional delivery of the Response to 
Intervention (RtI) model that was soon to become the hallmark of education across the country, 
the committee noted: 
 
Our recommendations extend to all children. Granted, we have focused our lens on 
children at risk for learning to read. But much of the instructional research we have 
reviewed encompasses, for a variety of reasons, populations of students with varying 
degrees of risk. Good instruction seems to transcend characterizations of children’s 
vulnerability for failure; the same good early literacy environment and patterns of 
effective instruction are required for children who might fail for different reasons. (p 19) 
 
72 
For the time being the guidance from the federal government, that high quality instruction was 
good for everyone stood. It was a small victory in the clash of ideologies that would not last 
long.  
The goal, of Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young Children, (Snow, Burns & Griffin, 
1998) to lay the debate between whole language and phonics groups to rest, was perhaps well 
intended, as it leaned toward the phonics side of the debate. But this endeavor was about as 
successful as attempts to make peace in the Middle East. The debate continued on. Scholars still 
find the topic ripe material for writing (Y. Goodman, 2011; Y. Goodman, K. Goodman, & 
Altwerger 2012; Roy, 2005). Further, a second, far more influential publication was right around 
the corner that brought unprecedented sweeping change to Allentown and many other 
communities like it. 
The National Reading Panel. Just a year before the National Research Council 
published Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young Children, Congress called upon the 
Secretary of Education and National Institute of Child Health and Human Development to 
address a strikingly similar question. Their directive was “to convene a national panel to assess 
the status of research-based knowledge, including the effectiveness of various approaches to 
teaching children to read” (Report of the National Reading Panel, 2000a, p. 1). This Panel, now 
well known as the National Reading Panel (NRP), was almost completely made up of university 
researchers along with a token public school employee: Dr. Joanne Yatvin. Rather than 
considering the wide breadth of research on approaches to teaching children to read, the Panel 
focused on a decidedly narrow track of research that only included experimental studies in which 
there were variables and controls, so that causation could be attributed to methods or curricular 
variables. Qualitative, longitudinal, correlational and, of course, ethnographic studies were 
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dismissed as not being a part of the scientific literature worthy of the NRP’s attention. In 
explaining their methodology and research screening process, the Panel referred to this 
narrowing of the research base from which they drew conclusions as “what may be its most 
important action” (Report of the National Reading Panel, 2000a, p. 5). This was not the 
byproduct of mere oversight. At the Panel’s regional meeting in Portland researchers repeatedly 
called for the inclusion of ethnographic research. Those requests were denied and not even 
mentioned in the NRP’s Executive Summary Report (2000b). The National Reading Panel 
explained their rational for this decision in the following manner: 
 
The evidence-based methodological standards adopted by the panel are essentially those 
normally used in research studies of the efficacy of interventions in psychological and 
medical research. These include behaviorally based interventions, medications, or 
medical procedures proposed for use in the fostering of robust health and psychological 
development and the prevention or treatment of disease. (p. 27) 
 
In short, the set of “rigorous research methodological standards” the NRP adopted did not 
originate from educational research. Incredibly, it also served to reinforce the deficit perspective 
by equating teaching students with the treatment of disease, as if there was something horribly 
wrong with the students, and not the manner in which some researchers and policymakers 
conceived of students. Even more unsettling was that this set of standards was not widely 
recognized or employed in reading research (Newkirk, 2009). Thus, only a small fraction of the 
body of research available to inform their perspective was even considered. This narrowing of 
the body of research was explained by the NRP as necessary to reduce the number of studies to a 
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manageable number and to ensure that those studies met the panel’s selection criteria. Arguably, 
funneling the number of studies down to a size that the committee could reasonably be expected 
to manage and being inclusive of a wider array of types of studies were not mutually exclusive 
goals: especially considering that the by the NRP’s account, they reviewed over 100,000 studies 
(Armbruster, Lehr & Osborn 2001). Even if one percent of the studies considered were 
ethnographies a thousand studies could have informed the NRP’s perspective. Apparently this 
was too much to ask. Thus, the other stated reason, ensuring that the studies included met the 
panel’s selection criteria, seemed vastly more likely to be the authentic rational for this 
constricted lens. “But a way of seeing is also a way of not seeing” as Elliot Eisner aptly noted 
(1991, p. 67). Unfortunately, much was not seen with the National Reading Panel’s lens. 
A gaping hole in the review of research. To its detriment, the constricted lens selected 
by the National Reading Panel ensured that they would not to attend to research that they had 
deemed unworthy. Among the perspectives excluded was that of sociocultural theorists like 
Hymes (1972/2001) who argued that linguistic competence alone did not produce literacy. 
Rather it needs to be combined with knowledge of the social system. This phenomenon was 
documented by many researchers (Dyson, 1993b; Heath, 1983; Labov, 1972; Ferguson, 2000). 
Key to this understanding is that language is learned through social interaction (Rogoff, 1990; 
Vygotsky, 1978). In short, literacy does not appear in a social vacuum in which a set of isolated 
skills can be stacked one upon another like Lincoln Logs to form a house of literacy. The house 
is constructed with others who are also absorbed in the task of constructing their own literacy 
house, with pieces shared by all participating parties. A second understanding absent from the 
research reviewed by the National Reading Panel was that language is a tool used to participate 
in culture; and language itself is actualized in cultural contexts (Ochs & Schieffelin, 2001). As 
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Vygotsky (1986), and later Rogoff (2003), argued, people make meaning through social and 
cultural events. Thus, culture acts as an agent that shapes and, at the same time, is itself shaped 
by its members. With this understanding, one sees that literacy instruction can be understood in 
the context of culture. Further, the understanding that literacies are multiple (New London 
Group, 1996; Street, 1984) was also lost when the panel narrowed their focus. Many of these 
literacies exist outside of the realm of “literacy” as the panel understood it. In such a context, 
these literacies that students bring to school are useless and even damaging to the students’ 
education because schools dismiss and degrade rather than draw on these literacies as assets to 
build from (Dyson, 1993b; Ferguson, 2000; Genishi, & Dyson, 2009). Stripping literacy down to 
merely skills marginalizes, decontextualizes or eradicates the social and cultural participation 
that allows children to make meaning and accomplish social work. In short, it robs them of the 
purpose of literacy. Predictably, this decidedly narrow conception of literacy molded the 
understanding of reading and literacy presented in the publications of the National Reading Panel 
and the policies that followed shortly thereafter.  
 Out of the work of the National Reading Panel came several publications. Teaching 
Children to Read: An Evidence-Based Assessment of Scientific Research Literature on Reading 
and Its Implications for Reading Instruction (Report of the National Reading Panel, 2000a) was 
arguably the most consequential research publication of its era. Implicit in even its title is the 
notion that some research and literature on reading was not considered scientific by the NRP’s 
standards. Further, evidence of the kind deemed “scientific” by the NRP standards was assessed 
to determine the implications of such research. The committee followed the work of the National 
Research Council’s (NRC) report, Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young Children (Snow, 
Burns, & Griffin, 1998). Coincidently or otherwise, the NRC too was overwhelmingly comprised 
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of university researchers with one token school reading specialist. The National Reading Panel 
setup committees on alphabetics, fluency, and comprehension. Under the umbrella of 
Alphabetics they examined research on instruction in phonemic awareness and phonics. Under 
the umbrella of comprehension came vocabulary. Meanwhile fluency already stood as a category 
of its own (Report of the National Reading Panel 2000a). The findings were condensed down to 
a smaller document targeted at teachers and administrators across the country and distributed to 
them in a full color booklet form free of charge under the title, Put Reading First: The research 
building blocks for teaching children to read: Kindergarten through grade 3 (Armbruster, Lehr 
& Osborn 2001).  
Ideology controls what counts as research. Put Reading First, like Teaching Children to 
Read, operated on a false dichotomy between “scientific evidence” and ideology. In Put Reading 
First the authors state that, “The National Reading Panel embraced the criteria in its review to 
bring balance to a field in which decisions have often been made based more on ideology than 
evidence” (p. 1-2). While this verbiage sounds inclusive, it could have just as well been written, 
“The National Reading Panel excluded a large body of research embraced by the American 
Educational Researchers Association (AERA) to bring an oversimplified and unbalanced 
perspective to a complex field in which decisions have often been based more on prevailing 
political winds than evidence.” This is because the assertion that, “decisions have been made 
based more on ideology than evidence” depends entirely on one’s understanding of what counts 
as evidence. Both the quantitative researcher and qualitative researcher gather evidence. But 
from the NRP’s perspective only the quantitative researcher is providing real evidence; 
meanwhile the qualitative researcher is notably misguided because of their ideology. This plays 
the self-exclusion card in the realm of ideology. For, of course, both quantitative and qualitative 
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researchers work from ideologies. The ideology employed by the NRP reflects the maxim that, 
“Everything that counts can be counted.” Yet by presenting teaching as a polarization between 
“science” and ideology, the ideology of the NRP is rendered not only invisible, but an 
unquestioned assumption. It is as if they alone held the truth, and the poor misguided qualitative 
researchers and teachers needed the NRP to set education on the right path. Under such scrutiny 
the “evidence/ideology” dichotomy can be understood as the valuing of some ways of knowing 
and the devaluing of other ways of knowing.  
The same power dynamic can be seen on the playground in the boasting battle of, “My 
daddy can beat up your daddy!”, only in the realm of research it’s, “My data can beat up your 
data!” What undergirds this definition of “scientific evidence” is akin to intellectual snobbery 
utilized to gain power, set the direction of policy and determine what kinds of instruction end up 
being labeled “best practice.” Or as Susan Noffke once quipped, this privileging of certain kinds 
of research is the proverbial baseball bat that some politicians and administrators use to pound 
teachers into submission (personal communication, March 6, 2008). While some less informed 
teachers may not have seen this strong arming of policy and schools coming, one most certainly 
did. Dr. Joanne Yatvin (the token teacher on the National Reading Panel) found the Panel’s work 
problematic from the outset and emphatically argued against the direction the NRP took. She 
accused the panel of conceptualizing reading research narrowly and therefore reviewing a narrow 
swath of the available research. After two months of internal struggle, she decided to submit a 
minority report to Congress. The Panel buried her words nearly five hundred pages back in their 
document, Teaching Children to Read: Reports of the Subgroups (2000b). In retrospect, it seems 




In the end, the work of the NRP is not of poor quality; it is just unbalanced and, to some 
extent, irrelevant. But because of these deficiencies, bad things will happen. Summaries 
of, and sound bites about, the Panel's findings will be used to make policy decisions at 
the national, state, and local levels. Topics that were never investigated will be 
misconstrued as failed practices. Unanswered questions will be assumed to have been 
answered negatively. Unfortunately, most policymakers and ordinary citizens will not 
read the full reviews. They will not see the Panel's explanations about why so few topics 
were investigated or its judgments that the results of research on some of the topics are 
inconclusive. They will not hear the Panel's calls for more and more fine-tuned research. 
Ironically, the report that Congress intended to be a boon to the teaching of reading will 
turn out to be a further detriment. (p. 494) 
 
Almost exactly as Yatvin foresaw, shortly after the National Reading Panel published The 
Research Building Blocks for Teaching Children to Read: Kindergarten Through Grade 3, the 
Panel’s perspective was picked up and echoed by major players in education and politics. Former 
Assistant Education Secretary Susan Neuman stated that, “Reading instruction must be based on 
sound research and not employ the latest fad in instruction” (as cited in Newkirk, 2009, p. 19). 




I’m a big believer in basic education, and it starts with making sure every child learns to 
read. And therefore, we need to focus on the science of reading, not what may feel good 
or sounds good when it comes to teaching children to read. (p. 12) 
 
Once again the same false dichotomy, science versus “fad” or science versus “what may feel 
good” was presented. But this time, it became power policy: with all of the unfortunate 
implications Yatvin predicted.  
No Child Left Behind. On the heels of the National Reading Panel’s work, and heavily 
influenced by it, came one of the most significant educational legislative pieces of recent US 
history: No Child Left Behind (NCLB). Before George W. Bush signed NCLB early in 2002, 
schools had become the modern whipping boy of politicians from both sides of the aisle and 
education reformers alike. Schools felt the sting once again with NCLB. The executive summary 
of the bill grimly noted, “We have a genuine national crisis. More and more, we are divided into 
two nations. One that reads, and one that doesn't. One that dreams, and one that doesn't” (2001, 
p. 1). It reminded a nation painfully aware that spending 120 billion federal dollars a year on 
education wasn’t closing the achievement gap between the rich and the poor or Whites and 
minorities. Political pressure was building for change. Thus it was unsurprising that NCLB had 
bipartisan support: including the help of Ted Kennedy in crafting the bill. It indeed made an 
indelible mark on American education at the beginning of the turn of the century: just not the 
intended mark. In another fascinating example of ignoring a daunting historical record, NCLB 
aimed to achieve what no other culture past or present had attained: a society in which, as the 
name implies, every child succeeds.  
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At the signing of NCLB at Hamilton High School in Ohio, President George W. Bush 
called it, “a new era” for education. In keeping with the long standing rhetoric of failing schools 
he informed the nation that, “Our schools will have higher expectations” (2002, p. 24). However, 
he wasn’t just strapping schools to the whipping post as usual. NCLB upped the ante in a manner 
unprecedented for the federal government. Those expectations were to be enforced by what 
President Bush called the first principle: accountability. Make no mistake, this meant testing, and 
a lot of it. He added that, “No longer is it acceptable to hide poor performance” (2002, p. 25). At 
the close of the speech he brought it home that, “There are no more excuses, as far as I’m 
concerned, about not teaching children how to read” (2002, p. 26). More accountability was 
indeed on the way. Students from third to eighth grade were to be assessed by tools that aligned 
to the “scientific” research standards. But, in this speech, President Bush attempted to soften the 
blow by telling teachers that he trusted them. In fact, he said so four times, and seemed to 
validate teacher agency. “We trust you. We want you to have as much flexibility as possible to 
see to it that every child that walks in your classroom can succeed. So thank you for what you 
do” (2002, pp. 25-26). But, what immediately followed, both in this speech and in the 
implementation of NCLB, hardly gave teachers a stronger sense of agency and certainly not 
trust. The President added, 
    
And a fourth principle is that we’re going to spend more money, more resources, but 
they’ll be directed at methods that work. Not feel-good methods, not sound-good 




The juxtaposition of these last two statements, which were literally back to back, was jarring to 
my teacher ears. What I heard was more like this, “We really don’t trust you at all, especially 
your judgment on what works for reading. Well, ok. Maybe we can trust you to teach our way. 
But, never mind what you’ve done that you think works with students, or what those 
ethnographers might say. We know what’s best for your students’ reading instruction, and we’re 
only going to fund our way.” I can’t name a teacher or researcher who would describe the fallout 
of NCLB as having, “as much flexibility as possible.” What actually was sanctioned in the name 
of “what works” was dramatically less flexibility in curriculum and instructional options (and 
that would describe the more “balanced” possibilities). On the extreme side, many schools 
adopted “research based” curriculums that told their teachers exactly what to say, and what the 
students should say in response. If that was what “flexibility” meant to the President, then we 
seemingly entered a bizarre alternate universe: like stepping into a M. C. Escher drawing where 
“up” becomes “down” and vice versa. “Flexibility” meant the lack thereof at the intersection of 
ideologies and assessment 
NCLB was written in a fashion that illustrated that schools were not expected to 
complaisantly fall in line with the latest demands of the federal government. Two portions of the 
law worked to ensure that there would be “no more excuses”: the aforementioned accountability 
and funding with strings attached. Accountability in education was nothing new, but federally 
enforced assessment did indeed bring us to a “new era.” Plus, NCLB radically broadened the 
scope of assessment. Annual high stakes tests were not enough. Assessments that aligned to the 
constricted understanding of literacy conceived of by the NRP were the order of the day. In 
keeping with the model of research the NRP employed, schools were required to adopt “rigorous 
assessments with proven validity and reliability that effectively screen, diagnose and monitor the 
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progress of all students” (Department of Education, 2002, p. 2). Note the language employed, 
“screen, diagnose and monitor” that reflected the medical model borrowed by the NRP and 
imposed on education. This further naturalized the deficit view. Not so discretely, the authors 
made parallels between students who do not come to school with the narrow skill set the NRP 
called “literacy” and illness. Further, schools were mandated to publish report cards on their 
performance as were states (Bush, 2002). Those that failed to meet adequate yearly progress 
(AYP) were under more than just the threat of takeover. It was an impending reality waiting to 
happen.  
It is imperative to reiterate that of the two groups commissioned in this era by the federal 
government, the Committee on the Prevention of Reading Difficulties in Young Children and the 
National Reading Panel, it was the work of the National Reading Panel that largely shaped 
NCLB. The work of the Committee on the Prevention of Reading Difficulties in Young Children 
was from my vantage point the more balanced of the two. Yet it was the more radical National 
Reading Panel whose work was most influential. This was not without substantial effect. In the 
next section I’ll continue to detail the connections between the NRP’s work and NCLB by 
exploring Reading First. 
 Reading First. By NCLB’s own account Reading First was academic cornerstone of the 
legislation. Its scope, and nearly one billion dollars of funding, made it the largest early reading 
program in the history of the country. It was designed to ensure that, by third grade, all children 
in the United States would be proficient readers by establishing research based reading programs. 
In the Department of Education’s (2002) Guidance for the Reading First Program the same 
rhetoric employed by the National Reading Panel (NRP) was regurgitated. In explaining the 
purpose of Reading First the Department of Education echoed the National Reading Panel, 
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“Quite simply, Reading First focuses on what works, and will support proven methods of early 
reading instruction in classrooms” (p. 7). Of course, what was meant by “what works” was 
instruction that was based on the aforementioned “scientific reading research” and “rigorous” 
assessments as understood through the narrow conceptions of literacy embraced by the NRP. 
Reading First focused instruction, materials and assessment on the five areas identified by the 
NRP: phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary and comprehension by only funding 
programs that demonstrated the capacity to address these areas. This immediately excluded the 
teaching methods of whole language teachers, some of whom didn’t rely on the set curriculums 
of publishing companies. Further, it forced schools who were heavily dependent on federal 
funding to align themselves (begrudgingly or otherwise) to the medical model, deficit views of 
their students and narrow conception of literacy of the NRP. As Yetta Goodman (2011) 
explained: 
 
Literacy educators found themselves almost totally marginalized. They had thought that 
the US Constitution prevented the federal government from controlling education. The 
ploy was that the law was not compulsory, but states that wanted the money it provided 
had to comply. (p. 23) 
 
Historically, schools that serve students from families with low income and/or large minority 
populations were the ones most dependent on federal dollars (Ladson-Billings, 2006). Thus, 
those schools were the most directly impacted by Reading First. 
The coercive power of funding. On the surface, the argument could be made that no one 
forced any school to apply for funds from Reading First. But, this argument would demonstrate a 
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lack of understanding of the plight of schools that primarily serve families with low income 
and/or minorities. Further, it would overlook the structure of school funding. In Allentown 
federal funding accounted for over fifteen percent of the fiscal year budget: more than twice the 
state average. Without those dollars Fields Elementary would have had to make sweeping 
changes. One Allentown administrator lamented that it didn’t matter if we wanted the federal 
government’s programs or thought those programs are the best fit for our students. He told me 
that we had to chase those dollars. Literally a few miles down the road from Fields Elementary, a 
neighboring, more affluent, school district was dependent on federal dollars for three percent of 
their budget. Certainly without federal aid, moderate changes would occur in that district. But 
being five times as dependent on the federal government comes with a price tag. In Allentown it 
meant that we didn’t ask if the district was going to apply for Reading First funds. It was an 
unquestioned assumption. 
This dependency on the federal government was due to systemic funding issues and was 
more than just an isolated anomaly that Fields Elementary alone faced. Ushomirsky & Williams 
(2015) reported that nationally, contrasting the revenues of schools from the highest poverty 
schools to the lowest poverty schools reveals a funding gap of about $1200 per student, or a ten 
percent difference. At Fields Elementary, with our student population hovering around 400, that 
would have been $480,000. With that much additional revenue on hand each year, Fields 
Elementary could have thumbed their nose at Reading First funds, selected literacy curricular 
options we felt best addressed student needs and not looked back. But the funding gap in 
Allentown wasn’t just $480,000. As The Ushomirsky & Williams (2015) revealed in painful 
detail, the funding gap was nearly double that amount for our state. Of course, for Fields 
Elementary this meant nearly a million-dollar gap annually. If that kind of funding was actually 
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on hand, the unshakable coercive power of Reading First, its medical model, deficit views and 
narrow conception of literacy would be reduced to the level of mere suggestion, rather than 
mandate. Thus, it was no wonder that well-funded schools had the luxury of contemplating 
which educational perspectives undergird the curriculum they embraced while underfunded 
schools had to take whatever handouts the federal government offered. Given Fields 
Elementary’s fiscal position, not pursing Reading First funding would have been the 
questionable act. The impact in Allentown was immediate.  
Professional development: putting teachers in their place. Reading First included 
“professional development” for classroom teachers and special education teachers. The purpose 
of this professional development in Guidance for the Reading First Program was stated in the 
following manner, “Reading First funds will also focus on providing significantly increased 
teacher professional development to ensure that all teachers, including special education 
teachers, have the skills they need to teach these programs effectively” (Department of 
Education, 2002, p. 1). It struck me the first time I read this, that having a Bachler’s degree in 
education and teacher certification should adequately qualify one to teach a variety of programs: 
even NCLB sanctioned “research based” programs. From the perspective of the authors of 
NCLB this must not have been the case. But, this need for professional development dripped 
with irony because many of the programs that were condoned by Reading First were scripted. 
The lesson plans told the teacher exactly what to say, when to say it and how the students should 
respond. Having had to teach both a phonemic awareness and phonics program of this type, I’m 
not sure why any additional training would be needed to read the script. I’m not even sure why 
one would need a degree in education. In fact, as I inadvertently discovered, it required neither. I 
had a high school student volunteer in my room for a few weeks. She observed such lessons for a 
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couple of days and seemed bored. When she asked if she could try her hand at teaching the 
lessons I agreed, and we team taught the next few days. By the end of the second week she did 
what I assessed as a fairly satisfactory job of teaching both types of lessons independently. While 
I’m reasonably certain that she could neither give a detailed explanation of phonemic awareness 
nor phonics or elaborate on the differences between them, such knowledge wasn’t relevant to the 
actual delivery of scripted “instruction.” Of course, not all programs endorsed by Reading First 
involved scripted curriculum, but their presence on the condoned list and at Fields Elementary 
reflected a disturbing trend that paralleled the deficit view of students: a deficit view of teachers. 
To this I now turn. 
 Another “deficit” group. In spite of President George W. Bush’s (2002) repeated 
assurances that he trusted teachers, scripted and constricted curriculums endorsed by Reading 
First suggested otherwise and reflected a view that teachers are incapable of educating America’s 
youth without strict guidance. This sounded painfully familiar. The message that some students, 
most often those from families with low income and/or minorities, needed vastly constricted 
education options to succeed corresponded to those schools and teachers who work with such 
populations. Thus, both the students and their teachers were viewed as having deficits rendering 
them in need of special guidance from the government. This was seen in both the scripted and 
constricted curriculums that took most of the thinking required to teach out of the equation. Even 
those curriculums that were endorsed as “research based”, but were not scripted, limited teacher 
agency in delivering instruction to a narrow channel that reflected the National Reading Panel’s 
view of literacy and learning. Thus, rather than teachers exercising their agency to modify 
lessons to fit the needs of the students present in their classroom, the authors of these 
curriculums homogenized pedagogy in an attempt to improve the quality of instruction. It would 
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seem that both were working to the same end game. But, they operated from radically different 
understandings about teachers’ ability to deliver high quality instruction and it reverberates back 
to the position of teachers in the United States of America.  
 Educators have long been situated in a bizarre portion of the workforce landscape in 
which they have one foot in the labor movement and another in the professional world. Various 
forces have acted to pigeonhole the field in one of the two realms. But historically education has 
been a misfit for just one world. On the one hand, teachers were unionized like the local 
pipefitters. But unlike nearly every other union in Allentown, they were comprised almost 
entirely of college graduates. The deficit view of teachers revealed in Reading First reflected the 
stance that teachers were labors and in need of the corrective and guiding hand of management.  
 A labor/management division of thinking. Scientific management found its roots in the 
work of Frederick W. Taylor. Taylor (1911) ascribed to a notion now so common place in 
relationships between manufacturing labor and management as to be naturalized, that in order to 
maximize the effectiveness of labor, management must decide how work should be done. Further 
management should see to it that labor carries this plan out without deviation. Thus Taylor 
advocated for a firm division between labor and management. The guiding principal of this 
division rests in the understanding that labor isn’t competent enough to effectively manage 
themselves. Therefore, a sharp distinction between the two and close management was needed to 
ensure that the best results were acquired by telling the laborers exactly what to do, when to do it 
and how to do it. While Taylor conceived of this “scientific management” model for 
manufacturing, not education, it none the less permeated the brick and mortar walls of public 
schools across the county (Callahan, 1962). Among the players in this transfer was Franklin 
Bobbit who took Taylor’s manufacturing model and helped bring it to education. He argued that 
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Taylor’s model was indeed a match for education, bluntly stating, “Education is a shaping 
process as much as the manufacture of steel rails” (1913, p. 12). Adapting Taylor’s work to 
pedagogy, Bobbit argued that education was in the same blunderingly inefficient state that 
Taylor described manufacturing to be before scientific management was brought to bear upon it.  
 
In the matter of method, the workers are expected for the most part to take the initiative 
and find the methods for themselves. This freedom to grope in "trial-and-error" fashion is 
even considered a right of the teacher not to be taken away by the supervisory staff. 
(Bobbit, 1913, p. 52) 
 
He went on to label this trial-and-error method “blind experimentation” (p. 53). Due to its lack of 
efficiency’s Bobbit determined that what Taylor applied to manufacturing should be applied to 
education. He concluded, “The burden of finding the best methods is too large and complicated 
to be laid on the shoulders of the teachers.” The task, and with it the power to choose, was to be 
assigned to management. In Bobbit’s view this meant not the federal government, but the 
supervisory staff. That transfer of decision making power would occur as an extension of 
Bobbit’s position further down the road. While this view was powerful in its era, and certainly 
would gain greater traction before Reading First, there were other schools of thought. 
 The roots of Fields Elementary. Among these alternate views of curriculum was the 
project method advocated by William Kilpatrick (1926) who shamelessly advocated that, 
“…wholehearted purposeful activity in a social situation as the typical unit of school procedure 
is the best guarantee of the utilization of the child's native capacities now too frequently wasted” 
(p 19). Kilpatrick also argued that the teacher’s role was to guide children from their existing 
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interests to wider interest through experiences grounded in the project method. Further, he 
asserted self-discovery in learning and project development including: purposing, planning, 
executing, and judging. “It is in accord with the general theory here advocated that the child as 
far as possible take each step himself” (p. 17). This passage of curricular direction from Bobbit’s 
focus on what schools want from children, as the starting point to forming curriculum, to what 
interests and or literacies children bring to school sound familiar. In grounding learning in 
student’s existing interests and the social situation Kilpatrick sounded not unlike aforementioned 
sociocultural theorists who would follow. His work, and the work of those who built on it, did 
not go unnoticed in Allentown either.  
 Just before NCLB was signed into law, and dramatically funneled down curricula and 
professional development from Reading First became the day to day reality, Fields Elementary 
was fully engaged in project based learning. From the day the school opened, Fields Elementary 
had a predisposition towards the project model due to the enthusiastic guidance of its first 
principal. Through a grant, Fields Elementary partnered with Expeditionary Learning Outward 
Bound (ELOB) to bring project based learning to all of our students. The grant covered the cost 
of monthly professional development and materials from ELOB, and offsite white water rafting 
summer trips to emerge the staff in ELOB’s culture. Although all of the elementary schools in 
Allentown had the option to select a professional development partner, the staff at Fields 
Elementary was the only one that voted to choose a project based initiative. This brought about a 
seismic shift for our thinking and teaching toward the project based method. 
 The core values of ELOB at the time were not far from Kilpatrick’s project method: the 
primacy of self-discovery, the having of wonderful ideas, asking deep questions, diversity and 
inclusivity, service for others, authentic work and deep understanding of content. In first grade, 
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one of our projects was a two month “expedition” on butterflies. Our students created lists of 
guiding questions and told us how they would like to find the answers. After we secured a grant 
from a local conservation group, our students used those funds to build a six by twenty-foot 
butterfly garden outside of our school library. Our students hauled a dump truck worth of 
compost to fill it in, and planted everything in the garden themselves. We ordered caterpillars 
online. When they arrived we measured and charted their growth, created journals about their 
evolution from caterpillar to chrysalis and watched in awe as they emerged as butterflies. In 
reading groups, we read widely about habitats, caterpillars, butterflies and life cycles. 
When our end of the project celebration came, we invited parents and the community to 
witness the release of the butterflies and to see our work. Our superintendent came and told us 
that it was the best demonstration of learning she had seen all year. Honestly, I wasn’t surprised. 
Teaching in Allentown, I had observed that it was not the teachers that followed scripts or tightly 
adhered to published curriculums that received such praise and earned teaching awards. Rather, 
it was teachers who pushed student learning into the realm of authentic experiences and the 
creation of meaningful products while engaging students in service projects who earned awards. 
In first grade at Field’s Elementary, we repeated this project, along with several others, for three 
years until our butterfly garden was three times its original size. The rest of the grade levels had 
projects of their own. Thus, the entire school was engaged in project based learning. But, then 
our curricular options changed. Shortly after the heralding of NCLB we moved from Kilpatrick’s 
model to one much more like Bobbit’s. At that intersection, ideologies collided.  
Colliding ideologies. So it was that the President Bush’s assurances of trust rang hollow 
to my teacher ears, especially in retrospect: for at the time of his speech we did not fully 
understand what was really about to come down from above. The ideology behind Bobbit’s 
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model was seen in NCLB and Reading First. Condoning tightly controlled guidelines for 
instruction (only using Reading First sectioned curriculums, many of which were scripted) 
reflected a division of who is permitted to do the thinking that directly impacted instruction. 
Teachers were not allowed to direct the course of instruction because they were deemed 
ineffective at doing so. This particularly stung in first grade where we had two finalists for 
statewide teaching awards. Thus, while we could think about shaping instruction, we were 
required not to act on such thoughts. Meanwhile “management” (the authors of policy) many of 
whom had nominal experience actually teaching were allowed to do nearly all of the thinking 
about the flow and type of instruction. While such a model might have made sense in 
manufacturing with an uneducated work force in Taylor’s day, education was not quite like that. 
Teachers at least had a Bachelor’s degree and a teaching certificate. But at schools the likes of 
Fields Elementary over half of the teachers also had earned Master’s degrees, we presented at 
state and national conferences and a couple of teachers had published books. Not only the state 
(who had bestowed several awards to the school for high achievement with students from 
families with low income during our project based years) but a marinade of professors and 
institutions had determined that this group of educators was highly qualified: even by NCLB’s 
definition. But the curricular options presented through Reading First suggested otherwise. It 
reflected a model of management that reduced teacher’s ability to make decisions at the 
classroom level; it was a division of thinking. More bluntly, it was a division in who was allowed 
to act on their thinking about curriculum and instruction. This deficit view led to the deskilling of 
educators: a well-documented phenomenon in which teachers’ assessment and instructional skills 
are depicted as unreliable (Kliebard, 1993; Shannon, 2000). As ideologies over curriculum and 
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instruction collided, pressure was mounting in the cooker of Fields Elementary. Something had 
to give in Allentown. 
 Resistance to narrow “literacy” in Allentown. Part of what “gave” was a new head of 
curriculum. The new head was, based on her reading instruction methods as a classroom teacher 
for the district, unquestioningly from the whole language camp: a fascinating choice by the 
district given the prevailing winds of national politics and policies. With the new head, the local 
tide had indeed turned toward whole language. But she was not an unencumbered player on the 
stage, the designs of NCLB shaped the direction she took as she resisted the narrow 
understanding of literacy that it embraced. In yet another circumventing of the official 
institutional practices in the Allentown school district, half of the elementary schools in the 
district switched from the phonics focused Read Well to a more whole language aligned reading 
curriculum: with high quality literature and a comparatively nominal embedded phonics 
component. It was unprecedented that half of the schools would be allowed to teach with one 
curriculum and the rest with another. It was also only the second time in my entire tenure that a 
curriculum was adopted without piloting or a teacher lead committee. Up to this point, staff 
members were officially admonished to teach in a uniform fashion following the designated 
curriculum and covering the same set of materials within each quarter of the school year. 
Historically the rational given was that, with student mobility rates around thirty percent in 
Allentown, utilizing the same curriculum district wide would help minimize the disruption in 
students’ educational experiences. Although, as previously noted, some teachers employed what 
agency they possessed to ignore such mandates.  
 This unprecedented change at the local level came from an unprecedented change at the 
national level, namely the funds from Reading First which were immediately available to half of 
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Allentown’s elementary schools. The new reading curriculum was Harcourt’s Trophies (Beck, 
Farr, & Strickland, 2007). It boasted plenty of authentic literature, a hallmark of the whole 
language approach. However, it also contained fully decodable readers as well as a phonics and 
a phonemic awareness component that helped qualify it as an approved “research based” 
curriculum: complete with the Reading First seal of approval. Since half of the schools were 
eligible for Reading First funding they made an immediate switch. The following year, the other 
half of the elementary schools in Allentown, including Field’s Elementary, made the switch to 
Trophies. 
Accountability empowered by big data. Early in my teaching career I thought it would 
be interesting to hear from my students on how they felt about our standardized testing tool. At 
that time, we labored with the Iowa Test of Basic Skills. It took several hours a day for the better 
part of a week to administer. So, as a reprieve from testing, I asked them to write to me how they 
felt about the test. If you have spent much time reading first grade writing, you know to expect at 
least a couple papers with sentence structure like this, “The (insert topic of choice) is (insert 
overused 6 to 7-year-old adjective: maybe “cool” or “awesome”). Cue sentence number two and 
repeat with nominal to no variation. Without concerted instruction in a different direction, such 
might have accounted for the bulk of the responses. On this occasion I received a small dose of 
such writing and I had several mini-conferences in which we worked on finding our voice in 
writing. But one of my quieter students surprised me with the following creative deviation. “The 
Iowa test is god for you.” I literally laughed out loud. It was such brilliant (if inadvertent) 
commentary from one so young. The test certainly felt like god: with its power to determine how 
my teaching, students and school would be viewed by the, community, school board and state. 
This especially seemed to be the case as our testing results were printed in the local paper, as if 
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they were a box score from a basketball game. This student’s insight could just have easily been 
the title of a blog post written to the powers that be. But, noticing the puzzled look on her face, I 
realized something was amiss. I asked her to read her paper to me. In a halting fashion she read, 
“The Iowa test is good for you.” I smiled and appreciated her application of invented spelling. 
But, the moment stuck with me. Unintentionally, but perhaps prophetically, she illustrated what 
was coming in terms of assessment.  
What was coming was an explosion of data gathering, analysis and “accountability.” 
Accountability had our attention at Fields Elementary. Even before the NCLB era, in which 
teachers perpetually dwelt under the threatening clouds of test scores, there was pressure to 
improve. But, at that time we held our high-stakes assessments annually. I could put it out of my 
mind, or at least push it into a corner of my mind, for most of the school year. Then we moved 
from testing with the Iowa Test of Basic Skills to the state’s NCLB approved assessment tool. 
This was not merely the shift from one annual test to another. The new assessment tool was 
aligned to the National Reading Panel’s choked understanding of literacy. From my perspective 
in first grade, this was troubling, but had little impact on my teaching from day to day. What 
came crashing through the door to transform assessment in my classroom was the call from 
NCLB for “rigorous assessments with proven validity and reliability that effectively screen, 
diagnose and monitor the progress of all students” (Department of Education, 2002. p. 2).  
Seeing students through a DIBELS shaped lens. The culture of accountability shifted 
the notion of high-stakes assessment to an ongoing process of evaluation with frequency like that 
of informal assessment, combined with the pressure of a high stakes assessment. This was 
especially the case for students whom schools labeled “at risk.” As this may sound like an 
overstatement, I will illustrate how formal “rigorous assessments with proven validity” were 
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employed to screen, diagnose and monitor students to shift the focus of assessment to isolated 
skills. In Allentown, NCLB’s screening, diagnosing and monitoring came to mean the use of the 
Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills: or as it was commonly known DIBELS 
(Good & Kaminski, 2002) an isolated skills assessment tool promoted by the National Reading 
Panel and reflective of its precisely constricted parts to whole understanding of literacy (Tierney 
& Thome, 2006). 
In first grade, the DIBELS 6th edition (hereafter referred to simply as DIBELS) was 
comprised of two main components. The first, the benchmark assessment, was the tool used to 
make instructional decisions. It also led to the label “struggling reader.” The term “struggling 
reader” did not appear in the DIBELS literature, but was the catch-all term at Fields Elementary 
employed to describe students that tested in the “intensive” or “strategic” instructional levels on 
the benchmark assessment. The benchmark assessment was given at the beginning, middle and 
end of the school year. It assessed Phoneme Segmentation Fluency, Letter Name Fluency, 
Nonsense Word Fluency and Oral Reading Fluency. There were optional sections in Retell 
Fluency, which was aimed at assessing comprehension, and Word Use Fluency which was 
designed to assess vocabulary. However, these portions of the assessment were not utilized in 
Allentown. The second component, progress monitoring, was assessed every other week for 
students labeled “strategic” and weekly for students labeled “intensive. In the fall of first grade, 
students were given the Nonsense Word Fluency assessment for progress monitoring. From 
January on first graders were given the Oral Reading Fluency assessment. This was how we 
complied with NCLB’s directive to monitor student growth. 
Literacy in DIBELS was primarily confined to reading speed or speed in recognizing 
letters or sounds. The reading that was measured in the Oral Reading Fluency portion of the 
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assessment was the number of words read correctly from a passage in one minute. For the 
Nonsense Word Fluency portion of the assessment, what was measured was the number of letter 
sounds within a word correctly identified from a list in one minute. Thus, if the word was “nuj” a 
student could receive three points for isolating each sound “n”, “u” and “j” or they could say the 
entire word “nuj” and receive the same number of points. Of course this did nothing to account 
for expression, phrasing, comprehension, the ability to think critically about the text, the ability 
to discuss texts, the ability to compare or contrast and so on. DIBELS reduced fluency to the 
mere speed at which my students could call out letter sounds or words. Compounding DIBELS 
other glaring shortcomings, it dismissed the complex socially situated nature of literacy 
completely. 
Allentown’s DIBELS training, which came from a district literacy coach, strongly 
encouraged telling the student how their performance measured up against previous weeks. 
Further as teachers, we were told to show our students their progress monitoring graph at each 
assessment and discuss their growth or the lack thereof. As a further reminder of the pressure of 
NCLB, the school district tracked data for first graders into third grade and found that, students 
who reached the DIBELS benchmark at the end of first grade had an eighty-nine percent chance 
of meeting or exceeding on the NCLB state sanctioned assessment in third grade. Shortly after 
this finding was presented, an increased emphasis was placed on raising the scores on these 
assessments in the early grades: as if the scores were admirable learning outcomes. Part of what 
troubled me about this was that undergirding this push to raise “fluency” scores was the 
extremely narrow conception of literacy that trickled down from the National Reading Panel 
through Reading First and was reflected and endorsed by DIBELS.  
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One could deduce from DIBELS that literacy must primarily be the ability to read text 
quickly. Due to the timed nature of all the DIBELS assessments and its scoring methods, the 
focus was clearly on speed: the more words (either real or nonsensical), letters or phonemes the 
better the score. The first grade benchmark goal was to read 45 words correctly in one minute by 
the end of the year. The number of errors did not matter; comprehension was not a factor that 
was scored at Allentown. (Even if we had utilized the comprehension component, the data from 
it would have only told us the number of words a student uttered when asked what the passage 
was about. Thus, they could have told us all about their last trip to Wal-Mart without mentioning 
the text at all and scored very well in “comprehension,”) With DIBELS a better score lead to the 
“benchmark” label, meaning that a student was on track to meet the 45 word per minute target 
established by the creators of DIBELS. In addition, as the district discovered, they were also on 
track to “meet” or “exceed” on ISAT when they reached third grade. But a lower score led to 
being categorized by DIBELS as having “intensive” or “strategic” instructional needs. At Fields 
Elementary, earning either of these instructional categories meant that one would be labeled a 
“struggling reader.”  
Response to Intervention. When NCLB was signed and we started utilizing DIBELS, in 
2004 Response to Intervention had not yet become a model widely adopted by schools for 
identifying students who might benefit from special education services. At Fields Elementary we 
still utilized the Discrepancy Model. There were several steps to services, but the common path 
involved the classroom teacher noticing that a student’s performance was lagging behind their 
peers in the general education setting. If Title One funds were available to support that student’s 
academic needs, we utilized that resource or a teacher’s aide was assigned to help (in the years 
that we had funding for teacher’s aides). Otherwise classroom teachers were on their own to 
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support individual students to the best of their ability. If a teacher continued to observe that a 
student’s work was suffering, a request for a special education screening could be filled out, or a 
parent could request testing for special education. The test scores were the determining factor in 
whether or not the student would receive special education services. Informally this was called 
the wait-to-fail method of identifying students for special education because the student had to be 
dramatically behind their peers (failing) in order for services to be provided. It was a system that 
the staff at Fields Elementary frequently lamented. I was particularly unsatisfied because every 
student that I requested a screening for at Fields Elementary didn’t have scores that qualified 
them for services that I emphatically believed they needed. Each of those students couldn’t be 
tested for two years after the initial test. By that time, they were even further behind and all of 
them qualified for services. But that was two years after I had requested assistance for them, an 
enormous time to wait for support. At Fields Elementary we spoke of those students as, “falling 
through the cracks” because the system wasn’t designed to respond to their needs in a timely 
fashion.  
A few years passed and our principal’s office had a new tenant with a classroom 
background in special education. By this time, President George W. Bush had signed the 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEA) into law. IDEA (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2004) stated "In determining whether a child has a specific learning 
disability, a local educational agency may use a process that determines if the child responds to 
scientific, research-based intervention as a part of the evaluation procedures described in 
paragraphs (2) and (3)” (118 STAT. 2706). While reinforcing the “research-based” ideology of 
the National Reading Panel, IDEA condoned what was widely interpreted as the RtI model as a 
tool to replace the discrepancy model (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006; Hunley & McNamara, 2010). Our 
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new principal informed us in a staff meeting that he would rather lead the charge toward RtI in 
hopes of shaping how we implemented it at Fields Elementary than get dragged into someone 
else’s interpretation of how we apply the new model. Given my frustration with the discrepancy 
model and the promise of RtI to address those the needs of the students I consistently watched 
fall through the cracks, I welcomed the change not understanding the full implications of the 
model and its impact on instruction. 
 Under the Response to Intervention model there were three tiers of instruction. Tier one 
was designed as research-based “core” instruction for all students. The underlying assumption 
was that with a researched-based curriculum a school should be able to bring 80 percent of their 
students to grade level work, often called “benchmark” on a curriculum based measure. For those 
students that needed support in addition to tier one, tier two strategic was designed to provide 
targeted “intervention” in a skill area that the student was determined to have a deficit. This 
group of students was called “strategic” and was supposed to comprise about fifteen percent of a 
class. In a class of twenty students this would mean that three students would need tier two. Tier 
three, dubbed “intensive”, was designed to meet the needs of students who did not find success 
with the combined efforts of research based curriculum and interventions. This group was 
supposed to equal five percent of the student population or about one student in a class of twenty.  
Response to Intervention worked seamlessly with the DIBELS tool we were already 
employing because DIBELS made instructional recommendations in three tiers: benchmark, 
strategic and intensive. Unfortunately, the actual distribution of students across the three tiers at 
Fields Elementary was alarmingly not like the eighty, fifteen and five percent distribution that 
the model suggested. Especially in the upper grades we saw that about fifty percent to sixty 
percent our students were on their way to “benchmark” according to DIBELS. Our groups were 
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dramatically out of balance with the model. This compromised the integrity of the model by 
requiring more resources to go towards the strategic and intensive groups. Further, this 
dichotomy created a type of instructional caste system within Allentown. For example, first 
grade students who were well on their way to meeting the DIBELS benchmark goal received 30 
minutes of additional instruction in writing and social studies, often in project based interactive 
lessons, which their “struggling” peers did not receive. Instead, based on Allentown’s 
implementation of the RtI model, the “struggling readers” (those who scored in the strategic and 
intensive levels) worked on remedial reading skills in an effort to raise their test scores. This gap 
reflected a pattern that McCarthey (2008) noted in which teachers at schools serving high-
income students tended to have the freedom to vary instruction within a loose framework while 
teachers at schools serving low-income students tended to believe they must follow the 
curriculum in a precise manner, as dictated to them by administrators. However, in Allentown 
the difference centered around test scores, not income per se. Teachers were given the directive 
to divide the students into groups based on the DIBELS test scores and then send the students to 
a teacher that was instructing a group at their DIBELS level for thirty minutes each day. Having 
very little interest in teaching the research based targeted skills, I volunteered to teach the 
students who had attained the benchmark on DIBELS: a position that all the other teachers said 
they didn’t want. It was also a position I desired because I aimed to retain elements of the project 
based approach in those instructional minutes. For that group of students, I was given a very 
flexible framework: including the option to design, create and teach the entire curriculum as I 
saw fit under the umbrella of writing and social studies. Meanwhile the teachers leading the 
students who tested in the “strategic” and “intensive” levels were told to reteach basic skill sets 
with Reading First approved, scripted or constricted “research based” programs to address the 
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perceived reading deficit areas DIBELS uncovered. For the most part, this meant teaching 
phonics and fluency. Boiling the curriculum down to the bare bones like this for “struggling 
readers” and providing flexible enrichment curriculum for the “benchmark” readers followed the 
Matthew effect noted by Stanovich (1986) in which the rich-get-richer and poor-get-poorer, in 
terms of academic achievement. Furthermore, this was problematic because diversity of 
instruction and materials were withheld from the “struggling readers”, which was the opposite of 
the guidance of the National Research Council, in their project Preventing Reading Difficulties in 
Young Children (Snow, Burns & Griffin, 1998). 
Thus, in Allentown, rather than employing DIBELS for the task with which it was 
designed, to provide indicators of early literacy skills, (Kaminski, Cummings, Powell-Smith, & 
Good, 2008) it functionally became what Pearson (2006, p. 11) labeled “a curricular blueprint” 
in which test scores resulted in direct changes to instructional content. This application was at the 
very least misguided in light of the authors’ explicit emphasis that DIBELS be understood as 
“indicators” (Kaminski et al., 2008). Thus rather than DIBELS scores being descriptive of a 
student’s literacy, the scores were applied prescriptively. Poor data from a given subtest was 
determined to be a deficit area. That meant that instruction had to be adjusted, which frequently 
meant increased, in a narrow skill based curriculum. While this might appear to be exclusively a 
failure on the part of Fields Elementary for employing an assessment for purposes other than the 
product’s intended design, it is important to contextualize the matter by noting that the authors of 
DIBELS explicitly condone sequential skills based instruction taught to mastery and the use of 
assessment to ensure mastery (Kaminski et al., 2008). So while stressing the function of DIBELS 
as an indicator of literacy on one hand, they pointed to the importance of sequential skills based 
instruction and assessment that determines the mastery of those skills on the other hand. In short, 
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while the distance between the stated purpose of DIBELS and its actual use in Allentown was 
leagues apart, the theory of literacy out of which the assessment emerged led directly into narrow 
skills based instruction just as NCLB intended. Within the instructional minutes of Fields 
Elementary the so-called intended purpose of DIBELS became irrelevant in the light of 
overwhelming pressure to raise test scores. Thus, the actual application of this type of assessment 
pushed students whose scores do not meet the benchmark right into more instruction in the big 
five areas of reading instruction identified by the National Reading Panel (Armbruster, Lehr & 
Osborn, 2003): phonics, phonemic awareness, fluency, comprehension, and vocabulary. In 
“intensive” cases an even more narrowly channeled instruction focused on the three most heavily 
tested areas of the National Reading Panel’s early “literacy”: phonemic awareness, phonics, and 
fluency (Pearson, 2006). 
Conclusion 
In this chapter I demonstrated how the ideologies of literacy and pedagogy enacted in 
Allentown didn’t spontaneously form in a social or political vacuum. Rather an extensive chain 
of voices in the national accountability movement contributed to the construction of such 
ideologies including: A Nation at Risk, No Child Left Behind, Reading First, DIBELS and 
Response to Intervention. These voices amassed to form the overarching political and 
educational climate in Allentown that contextualized the literacy experiences of the focal 
students in my first grade classroom. I further linked the national accountability movement to the 
preverbal pressure cooker surrounding the assessment and instruction of these students. Thus, 
national political voices from the past thirty years had set the tone for educational policy that was 
enacted in Allentown by depicting our nation’s schools as underperforming. Those voices added 
heat to an educational pressure cooker that demanded success from schools. Especially in 
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literacy, the understanding of success was constructed by the National Reading Panel, mandated 
by No Child Left Behind, funded by Reading First, assessed through DIBELS and channeled into 
a Response to Intervention framework. In Allentown, we weren’t very successful at attaining this 
kind of literacy “success.” At the time that I gathered data with the focal students, all of our 
schools were failing to meet NCLB’s ambitious goals. Although I have explained how the 
national political voices and policies impacted Allentown school policy and Fields Elementary, 
in the following chapter I will narrow my focus to Allentown and provide a fine grained 

































The Local Context: Conflicting Ideologies Intersect 
It was data day. Every six weeks at Fields Elementary each grade level sat down with the 
data team to review their students’ progress monitoring data from the Academic 
Improvement Measurement System based on the web (AIMSweb) published by Pearson 
Incorporated (2001). The collective growth of our first graders was lagging substantially 
behind the projected growth the authors of AIMSweb suggested. Chris, our school data 
coordinator, opened the meeting with a review of the data, as was her custom. She 
pointed out areas of “growth” and areas of concern. Even when the scores were not what 
we hoped for she normally maintained a smile throughout the meeting. When Chris asked 
how we were going to address the low scores in a phonics portion of the assessment, I 
responded with our plan to utilize Saxon Phonics (Simmons, 2003) in conjunction with 
our reading series based on areas that we had identified from running records. I further 
added that this would be “core” instruction for the entire class, but that it would be 
targeted instruction. There was a sustained silence in the room. Chris asked what I meant 
by targeted instruction. Without hesitation, Becky, the most experienced teacher in first 
grade, explained that not all of the Saxon content was useful because it was a mismatch 
for the sequence of phonics in our reading series, Trophies. Thus, we weren’t going to 
reteach phonetic concepts that the students already knew utilizing Saxon. At the end of 
Becky’s explanation there was another long pause. Chris wasn’t smiling when she asked 
us if we understood that Saxon Phonics was a “research based intervention.” This time I 
interjected that we knew it was research based, but that there was no purpose in 
reteaching material that we knew our students had mastered based on running records: a 
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tool that we utilized to analyze our students reading, in which we produced a written 
record of the students’ reading including miscues and an analysis thereof. Chris retorted 
that based on the AIMSweb phonics scores it was clear that our students weren’t 
mastering the material. She raised her voice and restated, “Saxon is research based. You 
have to teach it with integrity!” We knew that Chris’ evaluation was tied to our 
AIMSweb scores. But, we weren’t about to budge. We both told her that blindly 
following the curriculum wasn’t going to make our students better readers. After more 
banter Chris concluded the meeting by reminding us that in teaching this way we weren’t 
following the Response to Intervention (RtI) model the district had adopted to provide 
leveled instruction to students based on AIMSweb scores, and that she did not approve 
whatsoever.  
In the climate of the national accountability movement’s increasing the pressure on schools, the 
Allentown School District administration both reflected and resisted this pressure. People, and 
especially groups, are rarely of one unified mind. At different times, in different contexts 
individuals are fully capable of holding contradictory positions or shifting between multiple 
complex positions. With fluid groups over time in which personnel change, like the 
administration of the Allentown School District, the capacity for diverse perspectives and 
contradictions was multiplied exponentially. At times the Allentown administration applied 
agency to resist the national accountability movement. At other times they embraced the goals 
and vision of the movement. Sometimes they seemed to do both. Ideologies from the national 
accountability movement, the administration and the teachers met at a blind intersection. They 
frequently collided: as they did in the opening vignette when Chris told the first grade teachers at 
Fields Elementary that we had to teach Saxon with “integrity” and we refused. In this chapter I 
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will provide a street level view of how the ideologies from the national accountability movement 
gain strength both in the Allentown School District and specifically at Fields Elementary by 
shifting our focus to assessment data. Then I’ll explore the complexities of the instruction and 
assessment climate by examining how various administrators worked to manage the ideologies at 
the intersection: at times aligning with the national accountability movement and at other times 
actively resisting it. 
Pressure in Allentown 
While the national political conversation surrounding assessment had focused on 
accountability by means of increases in assessment and the consequences of assessment scores, 
the impact on local schools varied dramatically. Schools primarily serving students from middle 
and upper class families had historically performed better in high stakes assessment and thus the 
ramifications for failure have been withheld from such institutions. It would indeed have been 
headline news if an affluent suburban school was subjected to takeover by the state. Such schools 
were also not as often found teaching from a deficit perspective or parts to whole literacy 
instruction that ignores the socially situated nature of literacy. Yet, schools serving students of 
color, students from families with low income and ELL students have known the increasing 
weight of NCLB and the national accountability movement to its fullest measure: including state 
takeover along with the omnipresent pressure to increase student “achievement.” That 
achievement is almost always conceived of in terms of improving high stakes assessment scores. 
Thus, narrow skills based literacy instruction born out of a deficit view of students of color and 
students from families with low income has become a fixture “solution” for improving scores, 
although it’s not an effective solution for improving literacy (Genishi & Dyson 2009). 
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If all schools in the state were housed in a skyscraper of “achievement,” as conceived of 
in the national accountability movement, those at the top would hold numerous awards for their 
many high test scores and possess magnificent views of the many opportunities afforded such a 
lofty position. Those in the basement would know full well the impact of state takeover and the 
endless pressure to rise above ground with virtually no view or hope of the grand opportunities 
known at the top. Fields Elementary School, with composite test scores trailing the state average 
by more than twenty percent for the past two years and failure to make Adequate Yearly 
Progress (AYP) for the past five years, was clearly not riding the elevator up the “achievement” 
skyscraper. In fact, compared with the rest of the state, Fields Elementary School would clearly 
be housed in the bottom quarter of such a skyscraper and downwardly mobile.  
At the time I gathered data with my focal students, I had been teaching at Fields 
Elementary School for seventeen years. Over this time, a core of veteran classroom teachers 
gradually made their way into retirement so that each year we welcomed one or two new 
teachers, about five to ten percent turnover. In spite of the relatively stable staff, there was a 
standing joke that there was a revolving door for the office. Over those twelve years we had 
worked with six different principals: not including assistants or interns. All but one of these 
changes was the result of principals being promoted to work as principals in bigger schools or 
moves into upper administration. The one exception was asked to resign amid sinking test scores 
after our project based years. The longest anyone stayed was three and a half years, and like 
many elite college sports teams, we had a few of the “one and done” variety. Thus, turnover for 
our building principal was basically standard operating procedure every other year. In spite of 
this turnover at the top of the building administration, there were certain constants to each school 
year. One such constant came annually. 
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Shifting focus to data. When I first started teaching in Allentown, building level 
meetings that focused solely on student test score data opened each school year. Most years there 
were administrative laments about the scores. But from time to time there was dramatic 
improvement from the previous year’s test scores and there were celebrations. I found both the 
laments and the celebrations difficult to embrace, although admittedly, celebrations were easier 
to swallow. This was because we compared scores not by following the same group of students 
as they progressed through the grades. Instead we compared, for example, one year’s first grade 
scores to the next year’s first grade scores.  
When I inquired about this, the response was that because our mobility rate was around 
thirty percent each year we couldn’t actually compare growth from first grade to second very 
well because a third of the students were new. Thus, we compared each grade level’s scores to 
the same grade level from the previous year. Of course this meant that all but retained students 
were new. However, the teacher normally remained the same. In essence, we were comparing the 
performance of the teacher from year to year, not our students as they progressed through our 
school. Based on the data, we wrote improvement plans which we were to implement throughout 
the school year. As the spring testing season rolled around, we would be reminded to focus on 
the areas in our plan that we had written the previous fall. But, it was just a reminder on a list 
that contained other policy reminders, like notifying the cafeteria staff of field trips two weeks in 
advance. Meetings set aside for the purpose of examining data were an annual affair. There were 
no exceptions. 
As part of implementing Response to Intervention (RtI), in the NCLB era our meetings 
gradually shifted focus to data. These meeting also became more regular and regulated. In 
Allentown, the contract between the school board and the union stated that there could only be 
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two required staff meetings a week, this excluded some types of meetings like paid committee 
meetings, individual education plan (IEP) meetings, union meetings, professional development 
and parent teacher conferences. The two meetings a week rule was hardly necessary in the late 
90s because most weeks we only met for unit meetings (kindergarten through second grade and 
third grade through fifth grade) once a week. Full staff meetings were monthly and often folded 
into professional development.  
As we moved into RtI, the language in the contract that limited staff meetings came into 
play more often. By the time I gathered data on the focal students, we had our two required 
meetings every week. Each week, one of those meeting was a student assessment data meeting. 
Sometimes both of the meetings would address assessment data. Most of these meetings focused 
on Response to Intervention (RtI) data from Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills 
6th Edition (Good & Kaminski, 2002) (hereafter referred to as DIBELS) or later AIMSweb. We 
also examined state test scores and Discovery Education scores in some of these meetings. But 
every week we were looking at data. Before NCLB we looked at nationally normed data once a 
year. Time devoted to data exploded by over thirty times the original single meeting. Our focus 
had dramatically shifted. In this manner Response to Intervention and AIMSweb data worked in 
concert with one another adding air and fuel to the fire. If students couldn’t read quickly enough, 
we were told that those students needed more research-based targeted instruction. With the 
increased collection of data and increased attention data received, the heat and pressure to 
improve began to rise in the cooker called Fields Elementary. But increased data gathering was 
just one method of ramping up pressure. Even more time and increased value were devoted to 
RtI assessments as they evolved.  
110 
From DIBELS to AIMSweb: increased data and scrutiny. As in the past, before our 
students streamed energetically through our doors for day one of school, we examined the state 
data and found areas of instruction to focus on. However, in the early grades, kindergarten to 
second grade, state data did not exist because it was not required by NCLB and we no longer 
utilized the Iowa Test of Basic Skills (Lindquist & Hieronymus, 1964). In lieu of those test 
scores, RtI end of year benchmark assessment data became the proxy. What was once used to 
help identify students for additional instructional support and possibly special education services 
was recast as almost the equivalent of high stakes state sanctioned assessment.  
By this time the Allentown School District had transitioned from DIBELS to Pearson 
Incorporated’s Academic Improvement Measurement System based on the web (AIMSweb) 
family of curriculum based measurements for monitoring reading and math. The DIBELS 6th 
edition and AIMSweb’s Test of Early Literacy – Curriculum Based Measurement (TEL-CBM) 
(Pearson, 2001) were stunningly similar. Both had one minute assessments for Phoneme 
Segmentation Fluency, Letter Name Fluency, Nonsense Word Fluency and Oral Reading 
Fluency and divided students into RtI’s three tiered system of instructional recommendations. 
The main functional difference was that data gathered in AIMSweb went directly into the online 
data system and could be accessed by administrators and teachers in real time. With DIBELS the 
data was recorded in a thick booklet and transferred to the website after the fact, about twice a 
month. DIBELS data was also limited to “literacy” exclusively.  
The AIMSweb TEL-CBM benchmark assessment was administered three times a year by 
a team of test administrators. Classroom teachers were not allowed to give the benchmark 
assessment. Even though we were all given the training, teachers were only permitted to progress 
monitor students. The AIMSweb benchmark assessment team varied slightly from year to year, 
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but was typically comprised of district literacy coaches, a data coordinator (a building level, full 
time, non-classroom teacher position created shortly after Allentown implemented RtI), the 
school social worker, speech pathologist and teacher’s aides. Every student was given the 
assessment one-on-one. Including the math assessments, this process took two or three hours per 
class.  
If a student’s scores landed in the “intensive” or “strategic,” range, meaning their scores 
were far or slightly below the AIMSweb TEL-CBM benchmark, they were given the AIMSweb 
TEL-CBM progress monitoring assessments weekly or biweekly. This also was administered 
one-on-one, normally by the classroom teacher, and took a minute per assessment, plus time 
logging in to the site, finding the correct assessment and locating the mandated version for that 
week’s assessment. Because so many of my students fell in the “intensive” to “strategic” range 
this took an hour or two out of our instructional minutes each week, which was three to six 
percent of each week. Thus, there was a substantial loss of instructional minutes due to 
AIMSweb assessments. 
Every six weeks teachers had to meet by grade level with the data coordinator, social 
worker, speech pathologist and school psychologist to examine their students’ AIMSweb scores 
and explain why their students’ scores progressed or didn’t progress at a rate that Pearson 
deemed “on target.” Then we were required to create, revise or completely rewrite our plans to 
raise our students’ AIMSweb scores. As if this didn’t send a clear message to Fields 
Elementary’s teachers about the district’s shifting priorities, our principal also sat in on these 
meetings while a secretary took notes on what was said. But the assessment, data analysis and 
plan writing didn’t stop here. For those students old enough for the state test, there were eight 
online assessments to be taken through Discovery Education during the year. Each of these 
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assessments, which were advertised as predictors of success on the state exam, was an hour long. 
Teachers had to account for this data as well, write a plan to improve the scores and implement 
that plan. Further, on the weeks that we didn’t meet with the data team, we were required to meet 
as a grade level to examine our students’ AIMSweb data alongside other assessment tools: 
Accelerated Readers test scores, unit tests and running records. Our objective was to look for 
data trends and make adjustments to our plans and instruction (both whole group and RtI) based 
on this data. We were asked to write this up in a report, submit it to our principal and implement 
it with success. As previously noted, that understanding of “success” was constructed by the 
National Reading Panel, mandated by No Child Left Behind, funded by Reading First, assessed 
through AIMSweb TEL-CBM and channeled into a Response to Intervention framework. Once 
again, we weren’t very successful at attaining this kind of “success” with these tools.  
Success understood in terms of data. At Fields Elementary, successful data plans were 
defined by obtaining higher test scores. The mission statement of the school went so far as to 
point out that the school would demand high performance of students and staff. Mission 
statements are somewhat helpful in understanding the culture of a school, but the evaluation 
instrument applied to teachers and administrators tells a story with greater implications. Effective 
several years ago, as a result of the state’s policies, nearly a third of principals’ evaluations had 
to come from test scores. Just three years before this study, the score that was selected to 
evaluate principals throughout the Allentown School District was AIMSweb’s TEL-CBM first 
grade Nonsense Work Fluency spring benchmark scores. At that point, what was designed as 
merely a screening tool utilized to make instructional decisions and identify students for special 
education truly became a high stakes assessment tool, used to determine the effectiveness of 
principals. That was enough to turn an otherwise outstanding evaluation into a dismissal. 
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Although, by the time of the study, the district switched the principal evaluation data component 
to the state sanctioned assessment, the weight assigned to AIMSweb scores was undeniable.  
Words have consequences. The focus on data and the pressure to “improve” the data in 
the local context did not appear mysteriously in a vacuum. Honing in on narrow skills based 
assessments like AIMSweb and the RtI “research based” interventions at Fields Elementary (and 
the rest of Allentown) was the byproduct of the language embracing a narrow conception of 
literacy rooted in the NRP’s publications and was officially sanctioned and legislated through 
NCLB. Further the words of the NRP and NCLB added to the deskilling and devaluing of 
teachers at Fields Elementary by elevating AIMSweb above the teachers’ assessment of student 
literacy to the point at which we had to vigorously defend any data or perspective that didn’t 
align to the narrow understanding of literacy therein.  
In true trickle down fashion, pressure was inevitable for teachers. The same state 
legislation added a data component to teacher evaluation. This had not yet taken effect during the 
study. But, regardless of its impending position, it was signed law, waiting in the wings to be 
enacted. As was the case for principals, the data piece of the evaluation instrument was soon 
going to be enough to put a teacher on probation and could lead to dismissal. With this shift, data 
completed its metamorphosis and emerged from its chrysalis a proverbial dragon breathing fire 
under the pressure cooker in the Allentown School District.  
Principals and a Data Coordinator Respond to Pressure 
With pressure mounting in Allentown the various principals and data coordinators at 
Fields Elementary responded in a wide variety of ways. In the next section I will explore their 
individual responses to the pressure over the course of the time leading up to the collection of 
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student data for this study. In doing so I will note the interplay of the power of the structures (in 
this case the national accountability movement) and agency of each administrator.   
Frank: aligning with the National Accountability Movement. The principal who led 
the charge toward Response to Intervention (RtI) at Fields Elementary (Frank) started his tenure 
walking into classrooms, smiling and greeting the students and staff nearly every day. He 
frequently stopped to look at student work or to listen to a student read. Then he moved on to the 
next classroom. This was his custom for his first two years as principal.  
Unfortunately, by Frank’s third year he was under intense pressure, in spite of the fact 
that, up to this point, we had always made adequate yearly progress (AYP). The NCLB growth 
goal was rising dramatically. Given our projected scores and NCLB’s expectations, we were on 
track to leave quite a few children behind, as NCLB understood it. That year Frank was told by 
the superintendent that he was hired to make AYP period. Apparently we needed a reminder of 
the high stakes, so the school board took the unprecedented extra step of making him defend our 
School Improvement Plan for nearly fifteen minutes in a publically televised meeting. Several 
teachers openly questioned if he would be fired. As Frank explained to me after the meeting, the 
pressure trickled down each link in the chain of command. He was on the weaker end of a power 
differential. If he wanted to keep his job, he had changes to make. Thus his agency seemingly 
reduced to two options: resist and possibly be fired or align to the power of the structures, in this 
case, the ideology of the National Accountability Movement. What troubled me most was that 
this forced students into the pressure cooker. There they had to reside while the curricular water 
was boiled down to a dry and minimalistic residue, few would willingly choose. 
Around this time, I joked with Frank that his eyes were randomly twitching from the 
stress. He didn’t laugh. Whatever the cause, they literally had started twitching. In this school 
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climate I made a purposeful attempt to depressurize the space around my “struggling” readers by 
creating participant structures (Phillips, 1975) that favored the expression of identity through 
open discourse around reading instruction in small groups, independent and paired reading. I also 
allocated the time to express it. Time for discourse was a concept I was determined to make a 
reality because of the social nature of literacy (Jenkins, 1992; Rogoff, 1990; Street, 1984; 
Vygotsky, 1978).  
This did not go unnoticed. Frank called me to his office and told me that I couldn’t afford 
to spend the time I allocated for talk during reading lessons because the curricular to-do list for 
each day was too long. I countered that these students needed the time due to the social nature of 
literacy and that the test scores would take care of themselves. We discussed the matter. But, 
eventually Frank told me that there was the Allentown School District ideology and the Brett 
Brown ideology, and I needed to get on board with the district. Discussing this dispute with my 
colleagues, I was given a maxim I’d heard many times before in Allentown. “Just shut your door 
and teach the way that you know is best.” But this time one of the teachers saying this had 
experience teaching for a major Midwest university and an educational consulting business. Both 
the conflicting opinions within district personnel that I respected and this confrontation with 
Frank were signs of things to come, though I did not fully anticipate the scope of what was on 
the horizon.  
One Friday evening, as I was walking out the door to start spring break, Frank came 
down my hall and stopped me to make sure that I was aware that six of my students’ RtI progress 
monitoring scores were not on track to meet the benchmark by May. He also wanted to know 
what I was going to do about it right then, even though I had my coat and backpack on, was 
heading for the exit and this was obviously not one of the scheduled data meetings.  
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His classroom visits also took on a new tenor. He began to walk around the school with a 
clipboard. Popping in to my class, he did not greet the students or listen to them read. He jotted 
notes, which I never saw. He told my students to keep working. At times he said nothing at all. 
After one such walk-through Frank called me to his office and inquired about the educational 
purpose of my Lincoln Log center. Referring to Vivian Paley’s A Child's Work: The Importance 
of Fantasy Play (2004), I explained that social learning and a mental break between tasks were 
among the benefits of play in school. He informed me that he couldn’t give me an “outstanding” 
on my evaluation unless I disposed of the Lincoln Log center.  
I was shocked. Besides the fact that he would have had to seriously twist the evaluation 
instrument to give me my first “satisfactory” or “unsatisfactory” in all my years of teaching, it 
was absurd to me that he would even dare to make such a threat. Nothing in the evaluation 
instrument directly addressed centers. I was convinced that if I brought the matter to the 
teacher’s union he would back down or deny he ever said it. Rather than start a fight, and play 
the union card, I decided to pose as if I was seeking a middle ground. I asked if I could keep the 
center if I had my students write about what they built each time they used the Lincoln Logs, 
expecting full well that if I didn’t closely monitor the center my students would write 
occasionally. He considered the matter and agreed that if they were writing about what they built 
it would be an educational center.  
I had dodged the bullet. But I couldn’t deny that I felt like I was slowly being backed into 
a corner where a boiling pressure cooker awaited me. Interestingly, Frank never asked if my 
students were being taught the entire scope of the district’s language arts curriculum, all 
elements of balanced literacy, or anything remotely close to that question. Reflecting on why he 
would dismiss the social nature of literacy and the large body of research supporting 
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sociocultural theory, it occurred to me that there was absolutely no compelling reason for him to 
attend to such a perspective. Because of NCLB, the narrow conception of literacy was literally 
the law of the land. Whether inadvertently or by design, this played right into a growing trend, 
the corporatization of education. Schools had to purchase and document the use of RtI 
assessment and interventions. In Allentown many of them came from the corporate giant who 
wrote our reading series, AIMSweb and the state test, Pearson Incorporated. Paralleling this 
trend was the equally disturbing devaluing of teacher perspectives over the narrow skills based 
perspective found in AIMSweb and a deficit view of students from families with low income 
many of whom were also minorities. In the micro details of our experiences at Fields Elementary 
the macro trends were playing out. As they did, I felt the pressure to shift my instructional focus 
from the district’s five officially stated literacy goals over to raise test scores for RtI data (the 
only test scores that the administration saw from my grade level). I started to develop a twitch in 
my own eye, and wondered how I could have ever thought that was funny. 
Sarah: The national accountability agenda put on hold. Frank moved on to a new 
position in the district in the middle of the following year. Rather than search for a new principal 
immediately, the district opted to offer the position to Sarah, a retired principal, for the duration 
of the school year. She accepted the offer. Some of the staff at Fields Elementary had worked for 
Sarah at her last school. They warned us in advance that she was tough to work with because she 
demanded that things were done her way. She had been principal of the largest elementary 
school in Allentown for six years. That schools’ staff had, prior to her tenure, a reputation for 
chewing up principals and spitting them out every year or two. Before Frank, one of our former 
principals was transferred to that school. After a few months I saw her at a meeting and she 
jokingly asked if we would take her back because her new staff didn’t play nice. In spite of this 
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climate Sarah had succeeded in a position when others left or were removed. I believed the 
rumors that she was tough. How else, I wondered, could she have lasted?  
When Sarah held her first meeting with the staff, she repeatedly assured us that she had 
no intention of altering the direction of the building or bringing change to Fields Elementary. She 
was calm and listened to our questions. What we found quickly was that you don’t have to want 
to change direction to do so. Sarah welcomed the students to the building each morning with 
smiles and enthusiastic greetings. She made staff meetings amazingly concise. With Frank 
meetings normally lasted until our contractual minutes expired. Sarah ended meetings well ahead 
of the end of the day. In data meetings she listened and approved our suggested adjustments to 
instruction with occasional comments or suggestions of her own. The first grade teachers didn’t 
feel compelled to resist her agenda because she didn’t ask us to make substantial modifications 
to our plans.  
While she appeared to be more relaxed with staff and instructional decisions we made, 
she was a lock- down student disciplinarian. She dealt with student behavior head on, suspending 
a record number of students as we moved into May. Some staff members who worked with her 
before speculated that retirement had helped her relax. But that didn’t account for her 
management of students. I wondered how much of what we saw had to do with the fact that she 
would never have to answer for the test scores of our students. Regardless, her time with us was 
short in the grand scheme of things and her long term impact negligible.  
Chris: embracing with the National Accountability Movement. As noted in the 
opening vignette, Chris was the data coordinator at Fields Elementary. While that meeting 
escalated quickly, as Chris insisted that we teach Saxon with integrity, this type of pressure was 
not an isolated incident. Later in the school year we met with the team again to discuss our first 
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grade students’ AIMSweb scores. What unfolded further demonstrated the increased value, focus 
and pressure on AIMSweb scores that resulted from her embrace of the National Accountability 
Movement’s agenda. 
On this occasion, Chris began by reviewing the collective progress monitoring data from 
AIMSweb, which was remarkably better than the benchmark data reviewed in the previous 
meeting. Chris pointed out that it was a dramatic jump: comparing benchmark and progress 
monitoring data in several graphs of her PowerPoint slides. We agreed that, by AIMSweb’s 
standards, there had been substantial “gains.” Our social worker chimed in that our plan must be 
working well and a couple of heads nodded around the room. However, Chris suggested that it 
could be attributed to a testing halo effect. She asked if we all knew what the halo effect was. I 
told her that I did, and the other first grade teachers also affirmed their understanding. Chris 
pointed out that the low scores were gathered by the team of assessors, none of whom were 
classroom teachers. Yet when we, the first grade teachers, assessed our own students with 
AIMSweb progress monitoring, the scores were substantially higher. The room came to pin drop 
silence.  
Glancing around I saw our social worker roll her eyes. I felt like we had just been 
accused of cheating. I was livid, but aimed to maintain my composure. I glanced at the other first 
grade teachers. As neither of them responded, I stepped up. First, I reminded everyone that 
AIMSweb tests are timed. When you clicked start on an assessment there were sixty seconds 
before the website stopped the scoring and that deterred anyone from inadvertently inflating the 
scores. While there was space to interpret student responses, it was nominal. (For example, 
sometimes the scorer would have to decide if a student used the short “e” or “i” sound: which 
can sound remarkably similar from the lips of six year olds.) I also pointed out that progress that 
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monitoring data was gathered weekly or biweekly. Meanwhile benchmark data, which came 
from the exact same type of one-minute assessment, was gathered three times a year. Thus, in a 
stream of weekly or biweekly data points, progress monitoring data for our grade level followed 
a strong growth trajectory over the past six weeks. In that data set, the only outlier came from the 
benchmark scores. I added that we had been progress monitoring students for nearly a decade 
and had not seen this type of gap before. Thus, it seemed unlikely to me that we, as first grade 
teachers, would suddenly and collectively, fall prey to the halo effect. I proposed that what was 
more likely was that our students had an off day when the benchmark scores were gathered.  
Chris grew visibly red in the face. She asked why I thought this was the case. I pointed 
out that the assessment was given in the afternoon on a day when our students didn’t have gym 
to burn off their pent up energy and that all of our other high stakes assessments were given in 
the morning because the students were fresh and ready to work. I also argued that the library, 
where the assessment was given, had been noisy that day as the students sat in line waiting 
nearly an hour for their turn to take each subtest. Thus, I argued, they may have been distracted 
and restless. Chris countered by reminding everyone the halo effect was a real phenomenon that 
actually could happen. Losing patience and tact, I noted that anything could happen, including a 
piano falling through the roof into the room during our meeting. But looking over years of data, 
there wasn’t compelling evidence for her assertion. 
A discussion of resistance. Once again, ideologies collided in our data meetings. Both of 
these data meetings illustrated how pressure to meet the goals of NCBL was enacted in the 
context of Fields Elementary School through implementation of the RtI model. Prior to NCLB 
we didn’t even have time allocated for such meetings. In the midst of this sweeping policy 
change, not only the meetings existed, but they became a space in which instructional practices 
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of teachers and the integrity of their test administration were called into question. Before I 
proceed into a detailed discussion it is relevant to point out that Chris and I were friends, before 
and after these meetings. For my part, and I believe her part as well, our differences of ideology 
were largely of a professional rather than personal nature. Before and after the time frame of 
these meetings, we went out to lunch together. In staff and inservice meetings we frequently, and 
of our own choosing, sat together. We inquired about each other’s family during the down time 
of such meetings. I asked my class to write thank you letters to her son for serving our country in 
the armed forces for which she expressed her tearful thanks.  
In the opening vignette (primarily detailed at the beginning of this chapter) pressure 
centered on the understanding of a “research based” phonics curriculum. As discussed earlier in 
this chapter, this narrow conception of literacy as simply skills that can be amassed to produce 
literate students (phonics among those skills) can be traced back to the National Reading Panel. 
By the path of federal policy, this ideology found its way into the classrooms of Fields 
Elementary through the coercive funding of Reading First. As understood in this local context, 
“research based” interventions were not to be utilized as the first grade teachers saw fit. Rather, 
in keeping with the medical model, curriculums and interventions were to be “used only as 
directed.” This example also demonstrated the use of the words, “research based” as a trump 
card to prove that one’s position is correct, a phenomenon that occurred more than once, as I will 
detail in another vignette. Further, it illustrated that teachers at Fields Elementary employed their 
agency as a collective to resist such ideologies; although stout resistance was experienced, we 
were able to proceed with our plan.  
Also illustrated in both data meetings was the value placed on simplistic assessment tools 
that reflected the narrow construction of literacy over more sophisticated (and non-teacher-proof) 
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diagnostic tools such as running records. Both AIMSweb and DIBELS early literacy assessment 
tools were devoid of meaningful social and literary context. But this was especially true of the 
non-reading tasks: Phoneme Segmentation Fluency, Letter Naming Fluency, Letter Sound 
Fluency and Nonsense Word Fluency. Yet as tools for determining what type of instruction 
would be best for first grade students at Fields Elementary these assessments had the officially 
sanctioned status that made them the center piece of over 30 hours of meetings. Meanwhile, 
running records was an optional tool, since it was not endorsed by NCLB.  
In this example the devaluing of teacher insight into assessment comes to light. This 
parallels a well-documented phenomenon, the deskilling of teachers (Kliebard, 1993; Shannon, 
2000). Also worth noting in this discussion is that government approved assessments like 
AIMSweb also support the corporatization of education and increases the staggering circle of 
influence and bottom line of Pearson Incorporated. At the time of this writing, Pearson controlled 
the certification of new teachers in my state, the RtI screener (AIMSweb) that many schools 
employed, a huge swath of the curriculum market and the PARCC assessment, which all schools 
in the state were required to use. Their role bordered on an educational monopoly.  
The second example details how, as a byproduct of the RtI model condoned by NCLB, 
pressure to improve AIMSweb scores rose to the point where friends would actually have heated 
disagreements over the validity of such scores. It also demonstrated how certain measures of 
student “growth” were valued over others. The progress monitoring data was called into question 
on the grounds that it was collected by classroom teachers. When other staff members gathered 
data for the benchmark assessment no such scrutiny occurred. This further reinforced the 
deskilling of teachers in two ways. First, teachers were not allowed to give the benchmark 
assessment. Others were brought in to accomplish this task: even though some of those brought 
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in (teacher’s aids) didn’t even have a teaching degree or license. Second, the data that teachers 
generated from AIMSweb progress monitoring was not considered reliable when it did not 
mirror the AIMSweb benchmark data. Given the context that part of Chris’ evaluation was riding 
on the AIMSweb spring benchmark assessment, it’s easy to understand that she would want to 
have valid progress monitoring data so as not to have any unpleasant surprises at the end of the 
year.  
This detailed and intense level of scrutiny simply didn’t exist in at Fields Elementary 
School in the preNCLB era. We didn’t have nearly as many high stakes assessments. We also 
didn’t shout at each other over their results. We didn’t even have RtI or data meetings let alone a 
data coordinator. But when President Bush said that there would be “no more excuses” regarding 
reading (2002, p. 26) the words reverberated all the way down from Capitol Hill to transform our 
day to day practices by placing students under a microscope that dialed down with such fine-
grained scrutiny into the heart of their “literacy” that we were left squabbling over the reliability 
of the one-minute pictures of “growth” rather than developing students’ literacy in a holistic 
sense.  
Alyssa: a Traffic Officer at the Intersection of Ideologies 
Allentown had an established pattern of primarily hiring principals that were former 
teachers in the Allentown School District. In fact, I had never worked under a principal, assistant 
principal or intern that was not a former teacher in the district: a pool fifteen people. Alyssa 
broke that mold. She also broke the mold of fully embracing the ideology of the National 
Accountability Movement. She worked like a traffic officer at intersections of ideologies at 
Fields Elementary, allowing some pressure through the intersection and into the staff’s lives and 
stopping other traffic. In the remainer of this chapter I will explore her role as traffic officer. For 
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the purpose of the following section “Intensified pressure and resistance” I will focus on how 
she allowed ideological traffic, and thus pressure, from the national accountability movement. In 
doing so, I will also note how the first grade teachers resisted the pressure. In the final section, 
Resistance welcomed: how a small question lead to a larger discussion, I’ll explore how she and 
other administrators worked to stop some of the implications of the ideology of the National 
Accountability Movement.  
Alyssa began her time at Fields Elementary without making drastic changes in our 
direction. She was present at the data meeting I described in the opening of this chapter. As 
Becky and I bantered with our data coordinator (Chris) over how best to address our first 
graders’ perceived lack of skills under the RtI model, Alyssa said very little. What she did add 
was akin, though not quite as direct, to the perspective of Chris. Alyssa asked us if we thought 
that teaching Saxon Phonics “with integrity” (in its entirety) would benefit our students’ 
learning. Becky and I responded that teaching students material they had already mastered, 
wasted instructional minutes that could be devoted to actual areas of need regardless of whether 
it fit into the RtI model or not. 
Intensified pressure and resistance. By the time I collected data on the focal students, 
formal data meetings were not the only times that Alyssa discussed RtI/AIMSweb with us. 
Shortly after the AIMSweb winter benchmark I had another unexpected and unofficial data 
meeting, not unlike the one I had with Frank when I was trying to walk out the door for spring 
break. On this occasion, I had arrived at school that morning about forty minutes before our 
contractual hours to set out materials and review my plans for the day. I walked through the 
office to check my mailbox and say good morning to Alyssa, who with rare exception, was the 
first person in the building and the last to leave. I proceeded down the hall to my classroom. 
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Across the hall I noticed that Becky, who also preferred to arrive early rather than stay late, was 
at her computer typing. As usual, we were the only ones in our wing at this hour.  
The near silence of Fields Elementary at 6:50 in the morning was in stark contrast to the 
energy and commotion of our students’ entrance to the building at 7:35. The sun had not yet 
peeked over the rooftop of the adjoining wing to bring its warmth to my classroom, but I open 
the blinds and looked out across the frosted winter fields. As I was setting out books for my first 
reading group Alyssa came to the door and asked if I had a minute to talk. This was highly 
uncharacteristic of her. Normally Alyssa would just walk into my room and start talking. I had 
the impression that this was not going to be a light conversation. I agreed and she went across the 
hall to bring Becky over. I wondered what kind of meeting this was going to be as I continued to 
set materials out for the day. I glanced up as they came into my room. Walking in behind Alyssa, 
Becky turned her palms up and shrugged at me. We sat down on my first grade sized chairs at 
the kidney shaped table.  
Alyssa immediately expressed concern over the AIMSweb winter benchmark scores in 
Oral Reading Fluency and especially Nonsense Word Fluency. She showed us charts of the 
scores and pointed out the drop in the number of students who met the benchmark for Nonsense 
Word Fluency. Over the past ten years we had recognized a phenomenon in the Allentown 
School District that we called “the winter dip.” When comparing scores across all three 
benchmark assessments (whether with DIBELS or AIMSweb) the number of students who 
earned a score that meant that they were on track to benchmark (reach the goal) by the end of the 
year was typically higher in the fall and spring assessment than the winter. In my class this was 
true of almost every year since we first adopted DIBELS and throughout the years with 
AIMSweb: the percent of students who didn’t meet the benchmark dipped by an average of 
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fifteen percent each year and rose back up. At a district level training I had pointed out the 
phenomenon to our most experienced literacy coach. She informed me that she saw the same 
trend throughout the district: especially in the kindergarten and first grade. Becky and I had 
discussed this phenomenon with Alyssa in the past, but we reminded her of it again. She told us 
that she had forgotten about the winter dip. But, then she restated her concern over the scores, 
especially the Nonsense Word Fluency scores and asked us how we planned to address the 
matter.  
Becky pointed out that by this time of year we had long since transitioned from focusing 
on isolated letter sounds and basic consent-vowel-consent words. Now we devoted our 
instructional minutes to helping students learn to read actual words in real text. She added that 
we didn’t actually care about the Nonsense Word Fluency scores because it wasn’t a measure of 
actual reading. I concurred with her appraisal. But, Alyssa argued that if our students were 
improving in actual reading we should be able to measure that grown with AIMSweb’s Nonsense 
Word Fluency. This time I chimed, in noting that while the NWF scores were known to correlate 
with oral reading fluency, they were just a single indictor, and as a grade level we were not going 
to invest time teaching this isolated skill or drilling students with consent-vowel-consent words. 
Alyssa said that she didn’t want us to do that, but that we needed to have a plan of action to 
address these low scores.  
Again we reminded Alyssa of the winter dip phenomenon and pointed out that we may or 
may not see growth in Nonsense Word Fluency and that our purpose wasn’t to improve those 
scores. Our purpose was to improve our student’s overall literacy, of which Nonsense Word 
Fluency was a nonessential component. But, we also noted that we expected the number of 
students who would benchmark to rise, as they typically did by the spring AIMSweb benchmark 
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assessment. After more discussion Alyssa conceded that we could stay the course for the next 
four weeks and keep close tabs on the progress monitoring scores. But, if we didn’t see 
improvements we would have to change our interventions and/or core instruction. The unofficial 
meeting adjourned.  
I was bothered by the meeting and what I viewed as Alyssa’s dismissal of the winter dip, 
so I pulled my AIMSweb data up from the year before. The default setting for the graphs allowed 
us to view one semester at a time. So I reset the parameters and viewed the entire year of data. 
When I did this something seemed amiss in the chart. The winter dip almost vanished. I thought I 
entered the wrong expected benchmark scores (the cut off score for reaching “benchmark”). So I 
double checked them. I had not made a mistake. I went back to the winter benchmark expected 
score and discovered that the rate of growth expected in the first semester was greater in 
Nonsense Word Fluency than in second semester. Upon further review it was apparent that this 
was not only the case for Nonsense Word Fluency, but in every first grade subtest of “literacy.” I 
was shocked.  
In Nonsense Word Fluency the expected growth rate from fall to winter was one sound 
per week. From winter to spring the growth rate was .67 sounds per week: a difference of .33 
sounds per week. This also applied to Letter Sound Fluency where the difference was .5 sounds 
per week. The same was true of Letter Naming Fluency, where the difference was smaller, but 
still .11 sounds per week. The construction of a winter dip in scores was the byproduct of a 
nonlinear growth model applied wholesale to our AIMSweb scores. If we expected linear 
growth, many of the students who would otherwise would be labeled “strategic” would actually 
be labeled “benchmark” because they were near the benchmark, but fell short, like my focal 
students. Thus they would not have to receive RtI interventions in narrow skills based 
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instruction, be labeled or be viewed from a deficit perspective if we reconceived the growth line 
as linear. 
Bewildered and in search of an explanation, I went straight to our data coordinator 
(Chris) after school to ask her why AIMSweb employed a non-linear growth model. She told me 
that she too had never looked at the growth rates across both semesters and didn’t know what I 
was talking about. So, I showed her the growth rate difference. She told me that she didn’t know 
why AIMSweb was set up that way. I took the data to Alyssa and received a similar response and 
was directed to look further into the matter and report back to her.  
Moving up the chain of command, I posed the question to our district coaches. One of 
them explained to me that she believed that the reason was based on research regarding the 
“summer regression.” As she recalled it, students score poorly in the fall AIMSweb assessment 
because they forget much of what they learn over the summer and then quickly regain what they 
lost leading to a higher growth rate for the fall that flattens out in the spring. She assured me that 
Pearson’s research supported this trend of progress. However, I noted that this assertion was a 
complete mismatch to the “winter dip” data that we had both seen across the district for years.  
Summary. In this section I aimed to further reveal that the pressure for higher test scores 
brought about administrative scrutiny of teaching practices that extended beyond the official data 
meetings we were required to attend. Once again the impetus to meet and modify instruction 
came from the RtI endorsed AIMSweb scores which served as a proxy for high stakes 
assessments. But, so unrelenting was the pressure that waiting for the next meeting, which was 
only a week away, was not an option Alyssa chose. It was clear from the onset of the meeting 
that she wanted us to make changes or at least consider changes. However, Becky didn’t have 
previous career experience as a contract negotiator and marketing director for no reason. 
129 
Together we held our ground. Alyssa, as she frequently did, gave us the opportunity to show that 
what we believed was best for our students was actually going to work. Through she repeatedly 
pressed us to make a change, she did not demand it, despite the fact that it was well within the 
authority of her position to make such a demand.  
Also noted in this vignette was the mismatch between what the powerful voices in the 
national discourse of literacy expected to occur in education and what we (as practitioners) 
actually saw at in our classrooms. In this case, the mismatch regarded the AIMSweb growth rate 
for its subtests. But it is reflective of a larger phenomenon: the disconnect between “research 
based” conceptions of literacy handed down the NRP, NCLB, Reading First, AIMSweb, RtI 
chain and the day to day experiences of teachers as they deliver instruction. This nationally 
mandated view failed to map accurately to our experiences as teachers and even our AIMSweb 
data in Allentown. In spite of this mismatch, the words, “research based” were once again played 
like a trump card, even in the face of conflicting evidence that led to the labeling of students who 
were actually on track to meet AIMSweb’s goals if we view their growth as linear. Regardless of 
the lack of effectiveness of the trump card, our focus as a group had shifted to test scores. Were 
it not for this shift rooted in the National Reading Panels’ work, we wouldn’t have even had this 
conversation. 
Pressure and failed resistance. As the school year came to a close and farmers began to 
plow and plant corn in the dormant earth behind Fields Elementary, Becky came over to my 
room before school and shut the door behind her as she entered. Having worked together in first 
grade for the past twelve years I knew that she almost always shut the door because she was 
going say or ask things that she wanted to be sure were not overheard. She quickly asked if I 
knew that Alyssa was forcing her to switch to third grade. I was simply stunned. In my time at 
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Fields Elementary, teachers moved from one grade to another normally of their own choosing. 
However, if the student population was higher or lower in a grade, teachers moved up or down a 
grade level to keep class size around 20 to 25 students. Becky explained that Alyssa told her that 
the AIMSweb and Discovery Education test scores in third grade were awful. Further, she told 
Becky that she needed Becky’s leadership in third grade to right the ship. Perplexed, I quickly 
asked who was leaving third grade to make room for Becky. She sighed and told me that Donna, 
a former math coach and current third grade teacher was being forced to take the opening in fifth 
grade to shore up their dismal math scores. For a moment I was taken aback and didn’t know 
what to say. I asked if Becky had argued that students needed a solid foundation in first grade 
and that she should stay for that reason. But, she told me that for every counter argument Alyssa 
had an answer. Alyssa refused to change her mind. Becky was going to third grade because test 
scores were too low there.  
 In this brief vignette I highlighted the pressure placed on the so-called testing grades at 
Fields Elementary: third through fifth. By the time that I gathered data on the focal students of 
this study, these grades had NCLB mandated test scores that were used as the student data 
portion of the evaluation instrument utilized to assess Alyssa as principal. Although all of the 
grades’ AIMSweb data were subject to the scrutiny of senior administrators, only third through 
fifth grade had their scores made public by NCLB. These scores were published in the local 
newspaper, school website and also a state funded website. Alyssa was not satisfied with the 
scores in grades three and five. In an unprecedented move at Fields Elementary, she chose to 
move two outstanding teachers, against their wishes, for the stated reason of improving test 
scores. The pressure at the national level rippled out to our tiny portion of the educational pond 
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and shifted the focus of the school toward improving test scores, which became the impetus for 
this change.  
In the preceding sections I have demonstrated primarily how the Allentown School 
District embraced the ideology of the National Accountability Movement and how the first grade 
teachers applied their agency to resist administrative efforts: with mixed results. In the remainder 
of this chapter I shall direct my attention to the manner in which the Allentown School District 
administrators acted to subvert the ideology of the National Accountability Movement. In doing 
so I will demonstrate the complexities of positionality of the administration because they did not 
always embrace the ideology legislated upon them.  
Conflicting Ideologies 
As I noted in the last section, Alyssa worked like a traffic officer at the intersection of 
conflicting ideologies. As principal she inhabited a dualistic lived experience. In the 
administrative realm, her ear was tuned to the legislated and mandated world of educational 
policy and the other ear was tuned to the students and practitioners she labored to guide. On the 
legislated side were all of the aforementioned national accountability forces: The National 
Reading Panel, No Child Left Behind, Reading First, AIMSweb and Response to Intervention. 
On the flip side were experienced teachers with a history of resistance to these forces and 
ideological perspectives that blatantly clashed with the national accountability movement. As 
such, she was privy to strikingly contrasting ideologies. In this section I’ll explore how Alyssa 
acted like a traffic police officer at the intersection, allowing for the flow of traffic from each 
side: trying to minimized collisions and congestion.  
With Alyssa in the principal’s office, full staff data meetings took a different tone than 
they had by the end of Frank’s tenure. Whereas Frank, reflecting the ideology of the national 
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accountability voices, would comment that these were our numbers and we needed to own them 
and adjust instruction accordingly; Alyssa normally started off an overview of the data with 
comments that reflected a more moderate ideology. At our first full staff meeting of the year, 
Alyssa opened with a ten-minute icebreaker that had most of the staff laughing. She followed 
this up with typical procedures like staff introductions and an overview of the latest incarnation 
of the staff handbook.  
When she started the review of testing data she made a comment that she would often 
reuse in the months to come. She noted that good test scores were not our objective and that we 
needed to do what was best for our students. In the next breath she added that, in spite of this, we 
had to show growth. I was pleased to hear her acknowledge the conflict. Most of the principals I 
worked under had not. Yet, if I didn’t understand that her employment was based in part on those 
scores I would have been confused. Why would we have to strive to accomplish something that 
was not our objective? In the context of a person who embraced competing ideologies, her words 
acknowledged the dualist position she enacted. Alyssa and I discussed these competing 
ideologies repeatedly throughout our time at Fields Elementary, at times in front of the staff. 
Many times I met with her one-on-one in her office. Sometimes she came to my room. At other 
times we exchanged emails. After reviewing conflicting data from running records, Accelerated 
Reader test scores and AIMSweb Alyssa expressed a frustration that the first grade team had 
pointed out several times. She lamented, “Unfortunately AIMSweb is the lens through which we 
are viewed. We know there has been growth. But sometimes it doesn’t show.” It was a 
conversation that we would revisit.  
Letting the ideological traffic flow both ways. Immediately after the data meeting with 
Chris (detailed at the opening of this chapter) in which she demanded that the first grade teachers 
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had to teach Saxon Phonics with integrity, Alyssa followed Becky and me down the hall toward 
our rooms. At first, Alyssa asked us why we didn’t want to teach Saxon as it was designed. We 
reiterated the arguments be had made before. But she continued to ask questions. Finally, I 
pointed out that anyone can write a “researched based” phonics curriculum, and in fact I had 
written one that was used throughout the district and some of the neighboring communities that 
coincided with the Trophies reading series. That did not mean that the curriculum had to be 
followed to the letter of the law. Since I wrote that curriculum, based on the research of many 
scholars, I should know whether it had to be implemented exactly as designed. I told her that 
Chris was treating the notion of “research based” as if it was magic, and that if we just read the 
scripted Saxon plan aloud to our classes without modification, our AIMSweb scores would 
improve. At this point, Alyssa gave her approval for us to continue teaching Saxon as we saw fit 
and stated that she would talk to Chris about our rational.  
This was not the only time that Alyssa shifted position or allowed for the flow of sharply 
contrasting views at the ideological intersection. The morning after the data meeting in which 
Chris suggested that our students’ growth in the AIMSweb scores could be attributed to the halo 
effect, I went to Alyssa’s office to discuss the meeting because I was still angry. I explained that 
I felt that Chris was so concerned about her evaluation that she was creating a hostile work 
environment. Further, I added that this was not the climate that the mission statement of Fields 
Elementary or the Allentown School District admonished us to create. After a nearly fifteen-
minute discussion Alyssa assured me that she would talk to Chris. As it turned out she did more 
than just talk to her. She required Chris to read new meeting expectations aloud at the next set of 
data meetings. Those expectations included respect, kindness and a collaborative spirit while 
working toward the good of our students, even when we disagree. I found this particularly 
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interesting, since Alyssa was present at that data meeting and acted like an observer while Chris 
and I bantered back and forth. 
In the preceding examples, Alyssa allowed for the flow of ideological traffic in both 
directions. In the first example she began by trying to persuade Becky and me to embrace the 
ideology of the national accountability movement as embodied by the notion of teaching 
research based curriculums that require exact adherence to the scripted sequenced plan. 
However, she was willing to change her perspective based on our discussion and demonstrated in 
doing so an ideological flexibility that allowed her to adjust to the resistance that Becky and I 
presented. In the second example, Alyssa resisted the pressure to improve AIMSweb scores that 
was placed on Chris. By forcing Chris to reiterate the values of the local context (respect, 
kindness and a collaborative spirit while working toward the good of our students) over the 
desire to pressure teachers. In these examples she acted like a traffic officer determining when to 
let ideological traffic flow to prevent more collisions. In the next section I’ll illustrate how she 
acted to resist pressure, and aligned with me to reshape the conversation regarding literacy in the 
Allentown School District, by embracing an ideology that was in clear contrast to the national 
accountability movement, RtI and especially AIMSweb. 
Resistance welcomed: how a small question lead to a larger discussion. A couple of 
months after Alyssa came to my room to inquire about the low winter benchmark scores, we had 
another grade level data meeting in which we discussed the fact that the number of first grade 
students on track to reach the benchmark score on AIMSweb’s Nonsense Word Fluency (NWF) 
was dramatically higher than the number of students who were on track to meet the benchmark 
score in Oral Reading Fluency (ORF). On this occasion the meeting was cut short because the 
data meeting of the kindergarten team, scheduled just before us, had run over by fifteen minutes. 
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Two of them came out of the room rolling their eyes and muttering, “Good luck” as they passed 
between us. I mentally geared up for another confrontation. However, the meeting consisted of a 
brief overview of the data and not much more. We were told that the NWF scores had continued 
to improve, as we had predicted when Chris asked if the growth was due to the halo effect. 
However, when we reviewed the ORF scores Chris commented that it was as if a separate group 
of students were assessed. The “growth” in NWF didn’t translate to ORF. A couple of comments 
were made that this was a pattern we had seen before, but it might be worse this year. Due to our 
time constrains, the meeting adjured. But, around six that same evening Alyssa sent out a short 
email to the first grade team continuing the discussion. She asked, “As I look at AIMSweb data, 
so many questions come into my mind. What do you think is the bridge between nonsense word 
fluency and oral reading fluency?”  
As a first grade team we had an informal, but regularly discussed agreement that, when 
possible, we would take turns tackling issues that came up with administrative tasks, directives 
and questions so that we could minimize any redundant workload. Having worked with less 
collaborative teachers in the past, I was thrilled with the way that the three of us shared these 
tasks. As a rule, we played to our strengths. Becky handled everything related to math and the 
union. Our youngest team member, Jackie, planned field trips and answered questions about 
writing. Although I thought both of them would know that I would handle this email because it 
pertained to AIMSweb NWF and ORF, I quickly fired off an email stating that I would answer 
Alyssa’s question. I wanted to explain the issue carefully without compromising my position. 
After sending a draft to Becky and Jackie (who told me to send it to Alyssa without revision) I 
gave the following reply by email. I had no idea that it would lead to a larger discussion. 
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Great question! It’s too closely related to my studies to get an easy answer! So… 
As you know the AIMSweb nonsense word fluency is supposed to be an assessment in-
between simple letter/sound identification found in the Letter Naming Fluency (LNF) and 
Letter Sound Fluency (LSF) assessments and actual reading. It does serve that purpose to 
some extent. However, it’s much closer to letter/sound identification than actual reading. 
So, it’s a vastly easier skill than reading second grade text: which the Oral Reading 
Fluency passages are. There are several reasons for this. One is that all of the NWF 
“words” have short vowel sounds. Another reason is that there aren’t any challenging 
words in NWF; it’s all consent-vowel- consent. Yet another is that students can just say 
the letter sounds without reading the words, and they can score quite well, even 
benchmark. Effectively, students can test well on NWF even if they can’t read at all 
because they only have to know sounds. Admittedly this is not the norm. But it does 
occur, and it points to a serious flaw in the design of AIMSweb. Thus the difficulty gap 
(and performance gap) between the NWF and ORF is dramatically larger than the gap 
between LSF and NWF.  
So, with that in mind, I address the gap between isolated skills (LSF & NWF) and 
actual reading with a variety of methods. The first step (for me) is to ignore the assertion 
of AIMSweb & DIBELS that children in a grade level will progress at a standardized rate 
just because they are placed in a given grade level. This is an odd notion in the age of 
differentiated instruction. We somehow accept that students have different entry points in 
education (and thus need different instruction) yet don’t accept that the exit points within 
a given year may also be different. I’m not making an argument against high expectations 
here; we all should push for our students’ best. But humans aren’t assembled in a factory 
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with set specifications that always meet the norms of certain publishers(publishers whom 
educators should be more wary of because they stand to make a massive sum of money 
by selling us their assessments, circular “solutions” and interventions.. They are not 
altruistic entities like many of the teachers we both know. They are capitalist enterprises 
whose primary purpose is making a profit, not the successful education of all students.  
Another reason to ignore AIMSweb labels (besides the fact that Pearson has far 
too much of a hand in education) is that the RtI framework labels students as “intensive” 
and “strategic” which often funnels them into what is frankly the worst type of “reading” 
instruction: decontextualized skills work.  
Yet another reason to ignore AIMSweb labels is that the focus on their expensive 
assessment marginalizes one of the best reading assessment/diagnostic tools available 
today: running records. Besides being free, running records tell you far more about a 
student’s reading instructional needs if you know how to analyze them. So, why aren’t 
we using them instead? I think there are several factors here. Because of the dominant 
testing/assessment ideology and discourse around education and certain legislative 
pieces, administrations need data that is easy to obtain and analyze at a classroom, school 
and district level. Running records don’t fit these criteria. Further, the legislation in place 
requires literacy RtI assessments to meet certain criteria. On top of that, running records 
analysis is not “teacher proof” like AIMSweb is supposed to be. It requires more training, 
knowledge and skill than AIMSweb.  
In the meantime, what do I actually do? I attempt to give students who don’t fit 
happily in AIMSweb’s (Pearson’s) ideology the same rich quality of instruction that 
“benchmark” students receive. To do this I think outside (and inside) the box of literacy 
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skills. Outside the box I grant them exposure to the best books in their Zone of Proximal 
Development, not just decodable readers. It means that I allow for the social nature of 
literacy learning. (This is why I have a reading area that I don’t keep quiet. It is also the 
reason why I have students share their successes with other teachers, post their writing 
and read their work to their peers. Literacy is social situated and thus best acquired in a 
social setting, not skills based drills.) It means I ask them to read a lot: within their zone 
of proximal development. It also means that when I read aloud to them each day, I am 
inviting them into the marvel of the world of literacy. Read alouds are often the point of 
entry to text for children because here they first discover text as desirable. (I also make 
sure that these books are physically accessible to my students in the room, even though a 
student’s read aloud ZPD is clearly higher than their personal reading ZPD.) Also 
because of the social nature of literacy, I make sure parents understand the importance of 
reading with their child. Any parent whose child shows up with low fluency is sure to get 
the, “Please take your child to the library, read with them, listen to them read” line from 
me.  
I’m not saying that students who score poorly on LSF, for example, don’t need to 
know their letter sounds. So, inside the box of literacy skills I work on these areas as 
needed. But if that is the lion’s share of their intervention instruction we are likely to lose 
them because, as noted by the overwhelming body of linguistic research, language and 
literacy are not easily acquired in a social void, where it’s nothing but one dry task after 
another and certainly not though decontextualized skills/drills.  
These are my initial steps. The details take focus based on running records and 
interaction with the students. I know that this is not a simple answer, but honestly it’s not 
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a simple question because it gets to the core of how we understand literacy. If it was 
merely skills we wouldn’t see the gap between NWF and ORF. But literacy development 
is vastly more complex than teaching mere skills instruction, and a solution that ignores 
the large body of research in this area won’t help in a longitudinal sense: as we have seen. 
Literacy is bigger than the narrow conception we find in AIMSweb, and I aim to teach 
accordingly. (personal communication, March 21, 2015) 
  
The next day Alyssa stopped me on my way through the office. She thanked me for my 
detailed response and asked if she could send it to Chris. I agreed immediately. Then she added 
that she wanted to take this discussion to our assistant superintendent. She asked if I would mind 
if she forwarded my response to her. I paused, and finally replied that I would give it some 
thought. I felt that my email had been rather unfiltered in tone, and knew that it flew in the face 
of the national voices in the accountability movement from the National Reading Panel down to 
RtI. While I thought Alyssa would understand that I was striving for our students’ best. I didn’t 
know how it would be interpreted by an upper administrator. I ran the idea past Becky and Jackie 
who told me that it was exactly the kind of thing the administration needed to hear. I told them 
that it was easy to say for them because their name wasn’t attached to it. They insisted that this 
needed to be forwarded up the chain of command. After a day of internal debate, I agreed with 
reservation. The email was forwarded. 
The next day Alyssa came to my room before school started and told me that the assistant 
superintendent told her that this was a conversation that needed to occur across all eight 
elementary buildings. To facilitate this conversation, she asked if I would create a presentation 
based on my email for the next principals’ meeting. I was shocked. Alyssa told me that if I 
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accepted this invitation I would be given 30 minutes. She proposed two different titles for the 
presentation, “Bridging the Gap Between Nonsense Word Fluency and Oral Reading Fluency” or 
“Teaching Outside the AIMSweb Trap.” While I agreed with the spirit of “Teaching Outside the 
AIMSweb Trap”, I replied that I would use “Bridging the Gap Between Nonsense Word Fluency 
and Oral Reading Fluency” as my title but steer the presentation content in the direction of 
“Teaching Outside the AIMSweb Trap” so as not to disenfranchise those with a vested interest in 
AIMSweb before I made my case.  
 On the day of the presentation I carpooled over to the administrative building from Fields 
Elementary with Alyssa. I expressed my concern that some of the principals weren’t going to 
like what I had to say. Alyssa attempted to assure me that they were an open-minded group, a 
notion that I had trouble swallowing. But I did not mention it. This was the first principals’ 
meeting I had ever attended. When I walked in, I immediately realized that my audience was 
going to include more than just the principals and assistant superintendent. Also present were the 
literacy coaches, the head of curriculum and two consultants. Our assistant superintendent 
introduced me thanked me for the time and effort that I had put into preparing.  
Expecting that I would be met with some resistance when detailing my thinking on the 
matter, I frontloaded the presentation with the sort of information that would be hard to argue 
with. I started by presenting student data that demonstrated the gap between NWF and ORF. 
Moving on I illustrated how the first four subtests of AIMSweb were low level isolated skills: 
Letter Naming Fluency (LNF), Letter Sound Fluency (LSF), Phoneme Segmentation Fluency 
(PSF) and Nonsense Word Fluency (NWF). Further, I argued that under the RtI model we treated 
AIMSweb’s isolated skills as a cumulative progression, where LNF + LSF + PSF + NWF = 
ORF, because when there was a deficit in any of these areas the repeated directive at district 
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trainings and building level data meetings was to provide research based interventions that target 
the specific AIMSweb area of “deficit.” From there I illustrated how the progression of 
assessments in AIMSweb jumped dramatically in difficulty between NWF and ORF and how the 
sum of isolated skills didn’t add up to ORF. Wrapping up that section of the presentation, I 
added that while it was well documented that these isolated skills co-vary with ORF, it was clear 
from our district data they were not causal or else we wouldn’t see the gap between NWF and 
ORF. Around the room I saw heads nodding in agreement, especially from the two consultants, 
the literacy coaches and the principal that severed our most affluent student population. 
At this point in the meeting both our current superintendent, who was retiring, and his 
successor entered the room and sat down in the back. In terms of presentation content, I swam 
out to the deep end of the pool. I pointed out the dominate discourse around assessment reflected 
the notion that, “What you assess is what you get.” This was met with much nodding of heads a, 
“That’s right” and even an “Amen.” As evidence of this assertion I again noted that a low score 
in any of the AIMSweb assessments led to direct instruction in that specific areas (typically 
phonics and phonemic awareness). I problematized this by arguing as Jenkins (1992) did that 
literacy is more than isolated skills, that it is a means of social participation. Further I added that 
students willingly engage in literacy when it matters socially and culturally so that they can 
participate, make meaning and belong (Collins & Blot, 2003; Dyson, 1993b). Thus, I argued that 
part of the reason for the sudden drop in scores between NWF to ORF was that under the RtI 
model, as we were enacting it, we focused our interventions on low level isolated skills. As a 
result, many of our students had developed just that: low level isolated skills, not ORF or literacy 
as Jenkins understood it. Heads were still nodding in agreement.  
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From here I asked the rhetorical question, “If it doesn’t work, why do we teach this 
way?” I maintained that it was a byproduct of the national accountability movement in 
education. Pointing to the RtI model, I noted that at the district level we had a Title One goal of 
80 percent of our students meeting the benchmark scores in AIMSweb. Also I noted that 
principal evaluations had been tied to AIMSweb NWF and that AIMSweb data meetings were 
the most frequent meetings in the lives of kindergarten to second grade teachers. I pointed out 
that, while I didn’t know what data meetings were like in our other schools, at Fields Elementary 
they were often tense. In short, nothing in our district received as much time and attention, 
outside of instruction, as AIMSweb scores. Thus, I stated that the functional message to 
Allentown teachers has been that, “AIMSweb scores are the most important outcome of reading 
instruction.”  
Up to this point there had been no discussion or interruptions, but now the room burst 
into multiple loud conversations all at once. Several principals sharply disagreed with my 
assertion about the district’s value on AIMSweb scores. While they pointed out that staff were 
encouraged to use other assessments in addition to AIMSweb and that NWF scores were not 
linked to their evaluations any longer, none of the conversation that I heard (and there were 
several going at once) argued that AIMSweb scores didn’t receive disproportionately more 
attention than any other component of the educational process. These discussions kept going for 
about three minutes. I cut it off by segueing from one principal’s comment about running records 
into my next slide: about how running records provided better data to make instructional 
decisions. I followed this up with the suggestions I had written in my email about high quality 
instruction being good for all students and the social nature of literacy, as the Committee on the 
Prevention of Reading Difficulties in Young Children (Snow, Burns & Griffin, 1998) 
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recommended. I concluded a brief question and answer time, where the questions were largely 
targeted at the “how to” side of teaching literacy to improve ORF, our new superintendent 
thanked me for my work. Following the meeting I received several thank you emails from the 
principals and the literacy coaches, as well as invitations to present the same material in three of 
the other Allentown elementary schools. 
Discussion of resistance. In the preceding section I aimed to reveal the how Alyssa 
resisted the national accountability movement as an ideological traffic officer at Fields 
Elementary, how the upper administration welcomed discourse that clearly ran against the grain 
and how I interjected an alternative ideology into the dialog about the National Accountability 
Movement in Allentown. Alyssa sparked this conversation and helped disperse an alternate 
ideology throughout Allentown. This alternate ideology spoke back to the narrow conception of 
literacy found in AIMSweb and pushed against the deskilling of teachers through the Allentown 
School District’s valuing of AIMSweb and the corporatization of our literacy program. It also 
opened the door toward a broader understanding of literacy.  
When Alyssa read my email, she could have dismissed it as merely typical teacher 
resistance to change. Instead she promoted it up the chain of command. As a byproduct of her 
action and as a direct result of the invitation of our assistant superintendent, the circle of 
influence for the ideology I adopted gained a dramatically larger and more influential platform. 
In welcoming a contrasting ideology to the national accountability movement, and facilitating 
the dissemination of that ideology, the assistant superintendent demonstrated further resistance to 
the view of literacy of the Nationals Reading Panel, imposed through the one-two punch of 
Reading first and AIMSweb. Through this action the district became an agent that offered some 
resistance to the national accountability movement.  
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Conclusion 
 In this chapter I examined the conflict of ideologies from the national accountability 
movement, the Allentown School District administration and first grade teachers at Fields 
Elementary School. On one hand the National Accountability Movement’s deficit understanding 
of literacy reduced student literacy to a small set of isolated skills in Allentown. It also 
contributed to the deskilling and devaluing of teachers’ by increasing the value and emphasis on 
assessments and interventions created by the cooperate giant Pearson. I examined the 
phenomenon from my perspective as an insider and teacher while tracing the evolution of the 
conflict leading up to and through the time of the study. Finally, I explored how in a complex 
and at times painful process, the Allentown school district both embraced and resisted the 
national accountability movement in a complex intersection of contrasting ideologies, 
assessment and instruction. In the following chapter I’ll provide a counternarrative to the deficit 
lens through which the national accountability movement gazed at students who didn’t measure 
up to their standards of “literacy” by exploring the enactment literacy identities of my focal 



















Counternarrative: Uncovering Unmeasured Literacies of Labeled Students  
Readers are labeled remedial, disabled, or dyslexic if they don’t do well in test and 
technologized reading programs. They then get more isolated drills on phonics and word 
attacks, and even less time for learning language while using language to learn. What 
they suffer from most is the fact of being labeled. (Goodman, 1986, p. 36) 
Ladson-Billings (2014) states, “A literature that tells us what works for middle-class, 
advantaged students typically fails to reveal the social and cultural advantages that make their 
success possible. But success among the “least of these” tells us more about what pedagogical 
choices can support success” (p. 76). From the outside, the work of Ladson-Billings and other 
Critical Race Theorists work might seem like an odd pairing to my work. Although a regular 
occurrence when I have detailed my interest in students from low income families in the small 
urban community where I taught was that the person or group that I spoke with would assume 
that I was talking about students of color. It was as if I was unwittingly speaking some kind of 
code for students of color when I would say “low income”, “struggling readers” and “small 
urban.”  
Given the tendency of schools toward routinely talking about students without 
mentioning race, especially students of color, (Pollock, 2004) this reaction was understandable. 
However, using “low income”, “struggling readers” and “small urban” as a proxy for students of 
color was not my intent. Students of color were not the majority of students who matched that 
criteria in my class or my focal students. Many years at Fields Elementary, my class test scores 
looked like a segment out of the film White Man’s Burden (Bender & Nakano, 1995) because 
my students of color outperformed most of my White students. Yet Ladson-Billings strikes a 
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chord with me because I’m interested in success among “the least of these.” At Fields 
Elementary I saw this as any student from a family with low income who had institutional 
identities imposed upon them and were far from being a beneficiary of for Pearson 
Incorporated’s educational makeover.  
My students came from subcultures that simply didn’t exist in the literacy curriculum at 
Fields Elementary, Trophies (Beck, Farr & Strickland, 2007). There were over 200 books in the 
first grade Trophies reading series at my school and none of them depicted a trailer park or the 
lives of those who reside there: but clean cities, suburbs and neat farms abounded. I share 
Ladson-Billing’s (2014) frustration with administrative Band-Aids which suggest that adding a 
few “diverse” books and posters around the room makes instruction culturally relevant. So, I was 
deeply interested in what knowledge and skills my students brought to literacy events and how I 
could help them reposition themselves in school. 
To that end, what I found amply relevant from the toolbox of Critical Race Theorists 
(CRT) was the use of counternarrative. Ladson-Billings (1999) stated, “The primary reason, 
then, that stories, or narratives, are deemed important among CRT scholars is that they add 
necessary contextual contours to the seeming “objectivity” of perspectives.” As illustrated in 
chapter five, the test scores from AIMSweb (Pearson Incorporated, 2001) were treated with 
canonized reverence in Allentown because they were seemingly objective with their “research 
base.” Yet through the use of counternarrative I aim to call into question the “struggling” and 
“at-risk” institutional identities imposed on my focal students through AIMSweb and RtI. 
Further, I aim to employ this counternarrative to challenge entrenched ideology - in this case 
deficit views of “low income students”- and advance social justice while foregrounding 
experiential knowledge as several scholars suggest   In the following section, I will provide a 
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counternarrative to disrupt the dominant ideological narrative. I will accomplish this by 
examining skills that the focal students brought to school through a sociocultural lens. These 
skills, which were off the AIMSweb/RtI radar, were valuable assets aiding them to participate, 
make meaning, and belong while developing their literacies in my class. 
Identities, Interventions and the Obfuscation of Both.  
Institutional identities (Gee, 2002) were a part of my focal students’ amassed identities in 
spite of my desire to shield them from having identities imposed upon them by the agents of 
power at Fields Elementary. Because of the required biweekly AIMSweb progress monitoring 
assessments, it was impossible to completely mask the implications of Alexia, Brittany and 
Katie’s institutional identities of being called “strategic.” At Field’s Elementary being “strategic” 
meant that you were in the second tier of the Response to Intervention (RtI) model. This label 
came with certain instructional implications, including narrow skill based “interventions” for 
students.  
However, I made a conscious effort to mitigate the institutional identities effect on 
instruction. At Field’s Elementary, tier two RtI interventions were implemented by the classroom 
teachers for their own students. As I did not believe in the value of the interventions on our 
district sanctioned “research based” list, I quietly ignored the directive to deliver tier two 
intervention instruction to any of my students. Instead I provided them with the same materials 
and instruction that I gave to the benchmark students and I made time for the social nature of 
literacy. The notable difference in their instruction was that I used texts that were within their 
zone of proximal development, a concept Vygotsky (1978) developed to describe learning that is 
within a student’s ability with assistance that they could not otherwise attain independently. The 
148 
two tables below illustrate the difference between the mandated implementation of RtI at Fields 
Elementary and the actual implementation for my students.  
Table 6.1 
Response to Intervention Model as Mandated at Fields Elementary 
Type of Instruction Instruction Delivered by Frequency Student Groups  
Tier 1 “Core” Classroom Teacher Daily All  
Tier 2 “Intervention” Classroom Teacher 3 per week “Strategic” & “Intensive” 
Tier 3 “Intervention” Interventionist Daily “Intensive”  
    
Table 6.2 
Response to Intervention Model as Implemented for my Students 
Type of Instruction Instruction Delivered by Frequency Student Groups  
Tier 1 “Core” Classroom Teacher Daily All  
Tier 2 “Intervention” No one Never None 
Tier 3 “Intervention” Interventionist Daily “Intensive”  
 
For my students, the other easily observable (and intentional) institutional variation to 
their school literacy experiences was the weekly AIMSweb progress monitoring: the one minute 
tests they took in Nonsense Word Fluency and Oral Reading Fluency. I was required to 
administer the progress monitoring version of AIMSweb. For these assessments my students 
came one at a time to my kidney shaped table while their friends were at centers or doing 
seatwork. This was a data set that was examined by the data coordinator, the principal and the 
district literacy coaches. Summaries report also went to the associate superintendent, thus 
making them unavoidable if I wished to stay employed.  
While the use of AIMSweb was compulsory and closely monitored, keeping my non-
implementation of RtI tier two skills based interventions off Alyssa’s (the principal at Field’s 
Elementary) and Chris’s (the data coordinator at Field’s Elementary) radars was mostly a matter 
of obfuscating paperwork. When the first grade team created our plan for tier two interventions, 
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the other first grade teachers listed the interventions that they were using and I simply didn’t add 
anything to the list we submitted. When we discussed tier two interventions in data meetings I let 
Becky and Jackie answer questions about what we were doing. In doing so I avoided drawing 
attention to my practice for the most part. I knew from years of experience with multiple 
principals and data coordinators that as long as AIMSweb scores were good, no one would make 
a serious inquiry into my tier two interventions, nor would they visit my room to see them in 
action. Since the AIMSweb scores for my classes historically had far more students 
“benchmarking” at the end of the year than the district average and the same or slightly more 
than the building average, I was confident that neither Alyssa or Chris would seriously probe 
how I implemented RtI.  
When asked directly about RtI interventions, as I was from time to time, I elaborated on 
the specific needs of my students and explained how I was employing multiple methods to 
customize instruction for my “strategic” students. Further, I added that the constricted skills 
based instruction of a single intervention failed to address the nuanced instructional needs of my 
students that I uncovered through the use of a concert of assessment tools including running 
records, Accelerated Reader, AIMSweb and informal observations. I was never questioned 
beyond this type of response. Thus, I was able to mitigate some of the impact of the institutional 
identities assigned my tier two students, which included all three focal students: Alexia, Brittany 
and Katie.   
Counternarrative 
 My counternarrative will stem from Alexia, Brittany and Katie’s enacted literacy 
identities: identities students enact to accomplish social work and create meaning as literate 
persons within either the official or unofficial school realms regardless of the local institutional 
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understanding of literacy. I will frame this counternarrative in terms of the identity outfits 
detailed in chapter two. Briefly, identity outfits are identities conceived of like clothing in that 
they can be rapidly changed to suit the owner’s intent in fluid social situations. Yet at the same 
time the structure of a given social situation, or in this case, literacy context, shapes the available 
outfits one can successfully utilize to enact a given identity. Through this lens I will consider the 
how the focal student’s literacy identities contrasted with their institutional identities. In doing so 
I will challenge the deficit view of the focal students that supports the corporatization of 
education through the purchase and implementation of narrow skills based and “research based” 
RtI interventions and assessment tools, which in Allentown could only be purchased from major 
publishing corporations.  
 Identity: the knowledgeable outfit.  From the deficit view embedded in RtI, students 
from families with low income have a lack of resources that leads to a lack of experiences from 
which to learn. In his deficit based book Teaching with poverty in mind: What being poor does to 
kids' brains and what schools can do about it Jensen (2009) asserted, “Although childhood is 
generally considered to be a time of joyful, carefree exploration, children living in poverty tend 
to spend less time finding out about the world around them and more time struggling to survive” 
(p. 8). Thus he argued that they spend more time watching TV and have less access to books and 
libraries. However, if early schooling does one thing well I hope that it grants children the 
opportunity to shine, especially those who are not likely to excel against the backdrop of high-
stakes testing that dominates this era. To accomplish this the focal students utilized their identity 
outfits to position themselves as literate students. 
Particularly in reading groups and paired reading, the focal students utilized structured 
agency to put on their knowledgeable identity outfits and shine as experts. Traditional teaching 
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practices inhibit some student knowledge from surfacing within the rigid structure of Initiation, 
Response and Evaluation (IRE) (Mehan, 1979; Cazden, 2001). In an effort to draw on these 
resources I encouraged students to display their knowledge by talking about the text at any point 
in the story without a prompt from me. Given this space, the focal students spontaneously 
demonstrated their expertise through unsolicited comments more often than not. As a beginning 
teacher twenty years ago I noted that students who didn’t learn to read quickly with the district 
reading curriculum frequently offered these spontaneous discussions. At that time, I interpreted 
this as an attempt to get “off task” and distract me or their peers from what we were expected to 
accomplish. However, time and again the focal students in this study ventured off the path of the 
official curriculum to demonstrate their knowledge and then returned to the official task without 
prompting, as Katie did one morning.  
Knowledge “strategic” students aren’t supposed to have. We had been reading and 
discussing fables for the past week. In this lesson, I had selected a modern fable about a camel 
with a bad attitude. She went around spitting on the other characters in the story, generally being 
rude and never apologized for anything. The other characters eventually get fed up and decide to 
get revenge. Pretending to want to make amends, they offer her a meal of her favorite foods. But, 
they hid a lot of hot peppers in it in order to teach her a lesson. At this point Brittany, exclaimed, 
“Oh no! She is not going to eat that!” But in fact the author had this camel eat all of the meal. 
Because the camel’s mouth was burning, she immediately sought a drink. Plunging her head into 
the nearest water source and drinking in earnest, she drank the entire sea. All that remained was a 
desert wasteland.  
Katie look up from her book and declared, “What? It’s the sea. She can’t drink that.” At 
first I thought Katie had not suspended her disbelief and was trying to situate the fable in reality: 
152 
calling into question a camel’s ability to drink so much water. So, I explained that this wasn’t 
supposed to be a realistic story. But, Katie’s objection was more sophisticated than I had 
anticipated. Thrusting her head forward and to the side she said matter-of-factly, “But it’s salt 
water! You can’t drink it.” I was taken back. I had used this book in reading groups with literally 
hundreds of students, including the so called “benchmark” students. No one had ever questioned 
the story this way or made mention of the fact that the sea was indeed salt water. I had not even 
thought of bringing it up as a side discussion. But six year old Katie, who under the RtI model 
and AIMSweb was labeled in need of reductionist “strategic” skills based intervention knew 
something incredibly relevant about the sea, not only does it contain salt but you shouldn’t drink 
it.  
Even though Jensen (2009) asserted that she should not have had a lack of time to learn 
such information about the world because of her status as coming from a family with low 
income, Katie demonstrated more knowledge about the sea than any student I had had to date. 
Curious, I inquired how she knew that you shouldn’t drink salt water. She informed me with her 
matter of fact tone that she used to live by the sea. It came back to me that Katie was from 
California and may very well have been to the Pacific Ocean, or lived nearby. Apparently she 
had time to learn a thing or two about it regardless of whether she went to the sea or not. Once 
she had accomplished the social work of declaring herself knowledgeable in a space that she 
spontaneously created, and I permitted, she returned to reading without any prompting on my 
behalf rather than use this departure from the text as an excuse to stop or avoid reading as I 
presupposed as a beginning teacher. Katie also challenged and problematized her “strategic” and 
“at risk” label by revealing knowledge those with a deficit view of her presupposed she shouldn’t 
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possess. As I would learn, this was not an isolated event. It was more akin to a leitmotif, carried 
across a composition she was performing each day in my room. 
A second demonstration of “unexpected” prior knowledge. About a month later winter 
had definitely given way to spring. My drive to school each day involved observing flocks of 
thousands of birds gradually making their way north along the flyway near Fields Elementary. 
Farmers began turning the dormant earth in their fields. The buds of early blooming trees started 
to open and the earth took on a greener hue that my eyes were eager to take in, for I hadn’t 
glimpsed it in months. It also marked the beginning of tornado drills which we conducted twice 
in the spring. The architectural design of Fields Elementary reflected the threat of tornados. Each 
section of the building had a pyramid shaped area in the hall. While this might have seemed like 
a creative design to provide a visual break to the typical rectangular hallway design of schools, it 
also served a more practical purpose. On the other side of those pyramid shaped walls were three 
layers of steel beams that provided extremely structurally sound areas designed to withstand 
tornados. Our students had just practiced crouching down with their hands over their head the in 
the hall the previous day. Thus, being able to easily link my students’ experience to the text, it 
seemed like the perfect time to teach a lesson about severe weather.  
More than a decade before, the kindergarten to second grade staff had been told to stop 
teaching science and social studies as individual subjects. Instead we were directed to integrate 
them into the minutes devoted to reading and writing. The Allentown School District put a 
permanent stop to purchasing curriculums for both social studies and science in elementary 
buildings at that time and collected all of the curriculum we had been using. Grades three 
through five continued on with the well-worn curriculum the district supplied from the late 90s. 
Interestingly, this came at the same time that we began to implement RtI. In our instructional 
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time allocation form, the minutes devoted to science and social studies became RtI minutes. To 
cover topics within the Allentown scope and sequence for social studies and science, 
kindergarten through second grade teachers were left to find ways to work them in. This was one 
of the ways we addressed this change. 
The book that I selected for reading groups was a nonfiction text about extreme weather. 
We sat down at the kidney table as usual and I asked them to take a picture walk through the 
book. They primarily commented on the damaged building and trees. Before I started reading, 
Brittany began to read the book aloud in one of the many voices she had command of, this time 
selecting her goofy voice. But, I cut her off and we started a guided read as a whole group.  
Table 6.3 
Transcription Key – Adapted from Dyson (1989) 
Conventional punctuation marks Conventional punctuation is used at the end of 
phrases and sentences to reflect pauses in the 
audio recording.  
Brackets  
e.g., “The round ball [toppled] down. 
Brackets around text indicate what I believe the 
student said, but was not clear in the recording. 
Parentheses 
e.g., (Pointing to the door.) 
Parentheses notate specific contextual information 
and nonverbal communication  
Parentheses without text 
e.g., (  ) 
Parentheses without text signify that the word or 
utterance was not intelligible on the recording.  
Curly Braces 
e.g., “Then he said he would get pair {parts}, 
parts to replace her feet. 
Curly Braces indicates the word or words that a 
student was trying to read. It also signifies that the 
word preceding it was a miscue. 
Ellipses 
e.g., “I’ll huff… and I’ll puff.” 
Ellipses signify a short pause  
Additional letters in a word 
e.g., “I’ll bloooow your house down.” 
Additional letters in a word indicate that the 
speaker stretched or stressed a particular part of a 
word. 
Capitalized Letters 
e.g., “I’ll BLOW your house down!” 
Capitalized letters signify an increase in the 
speaker’s volume. 
Hyphen  
e.g., “Who’s afraid of the big b-ad wolf?” 
A hyphen indicates a break in a word. 
Double hyphen 
e.g., “I’ll blow your house - -” 
A double hyphen notates when a speaker is 
interrupted. 
Italicized Text 




Speaker Reading & Talk Text 
 
All  Is the sky angry? No, but these dark 
clouds may bring more than just rain. 
Weather watchers use lots of different 
maps. The maps tell them about the 
wind, the clouds and warm and cold air. 
Alexia Mr. Brown. That’s shaped like a “l”, for 
me. 
 
Brittany What is? (looking up)  
All  This radar picture show where it is 
raining. 
Brett Point to where it’s raining on the map.  
Alexia THERE! ALL THE BLUE! It’s rain. 
(Although Alexia spotted the rain 
quickly, Charles and Brian didn’t.) 
 
Brett Alright, I’m going to show you. On the 
map, see on the side. (holding the book 
up) This part here? (The key to the 
map.) The light blue means light rain 
and like red or purple is crazy heavy 
rain. So there’s tons of crazy heavy rain 




Brittany What about the white?  
Brett Where? Oh, the white line? So, the white 
line, here all around the outside is the 
edge of the state. 
 
Brittany Where?  
Katie (gasping) Florida?  
Alexia All that white.  
Katie My aunt lives there!  
Brett Does she? My brother lives there.   
 In this vignette Katie again demonstrated that she had background knowledge she could 
link to the text that others didn’t have or didn’t reveal. I had used this book for over ten years, yet 
only a handful of students recognized Florida – which was not labeled – on the map. The feat 
was all the more impressive because the radar image was cropped so that the panhandle was cut 
off completely. Once again, a so-called “struggling reader” with an official institutional identity 
as “strategic” revealed that she did indeed have the background knowledge relevant for linking 
her experience to the text. This time she also demonstrated learning that didn’t occur within the 
official curriculum at Fields Elementary. Having dropped the social studies curriculum, we 
didn’t teach the names of the states at any point in the school year. In light of Katie’s 
demonstration of her knowledge outfit, Bereiter and Engelmann’s (1966) assertion that 
disadvantaged students should be taught assuming they know nothing seems positively absurd. 
She clearly brought knowledge and literacy from her experiences to this lesson that could be 
built on as Genishi and Dyson (2009) suggest. Further she put on her knowledgeable identity 
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outfit and displayed it with confidence, countering her “strategic” label and the deficit view 
deeply embedded in it.  
 The knowledgeable outfit inside and outside the official school world. Even within the 
realm of isolated skills defined by the national reading panel the focal students had skills that 
AIMSweb didn’t measure. At Fields Elementary we were encouraged to teach our students to 
take Accelerated Reader tests. These online tests accompanied popular children’s books and 
were filled with low level comprehension questions (mostly recall). While I did not find the 
comprehension component partially useful, year after year my students were enthusiastic about 
reading the books and taking the tests. I suspected that part of their motivation came from the 
fact that the books were mostly from the mainstream press and, in my estimation, often more 
engaging literature than the required reading series. From year to year my classes voluntarily 
read between two and three thousand of these books and took the Accelerated Reader tests. This 
year was no different. Thus, I found that it was a useful tool to bring students into text, in spite of 
its weak comprehension component.  
 While the directive from the creators of Accelerated Reader (Renaissance Learning) and 
Allentown School District officials was to require students to test on books independently, I 
found that students who could read the books that Accelerated Reader deemed designed for first 
grade could not always read the Accelerated Reader tests associated with them. Renaissance 
Learning must have received feedback along these lines because they introduced self-reading 
tests a few years before this study. However, the process of recording tests was not complete. So, 
less than half of the books in my class library had self-reading tests. Thus, it was not a full 
solution to my problem. Not wanting to regularly spend instructional minutes reading tests to my 
students, I taught them to find a friend to read the test if they were having trouble reading it 
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themselves. This became a standard social practice for some students, even when they didn’t 
need help.  
 On this occasion, Alexia had recruited Brittany to read the Accelerated Reader test 
questions and answers for her, although their reading abilities were similar, and in my estimation 
neither of them needed the other’s assistance. The two of them sat side by side in the adult sized 
office chair in front what the IT department called my “teacher computer”, which I let students 
use all day because I worked from my laptop. Entering her username and password, she accessed 
her account and typed the title of the book: Mosquito. As Alexia worked, Brittany repeatedly 
grabbed the lever under the chair that allowed the seat to recline and tipped them back and forth 
giggling.  
 The Accelerated Reader website provided Alexia with a list of books based on her search 
for “Mosquito.” Typically, with the list were pictures of the cover of each book to aid students in 
locating the correct book. While this feature was often helpful, the students were at times forced 
to actually read the title of the book if an image of the cover was not available or if the book had 
been published with multiple covers and the book in question did not match the image in the 
database. Further complicating her search was the fact that there were 89 books that popped up 
under the search “Mosquito” and several of them didn’t have a picture. Alexia scrolled through 
the list and didn’t see her book because it was one of those books without an image in the 
database. 
 I had taught the class that if they didn’t see the picture of their book, and there were 
several books with the same title, another way to find their book was to match the author’s name 
on the book to the correct book on the Accelerated Reader website. Going back to the book 
Brittany checked the list, “Mosquito by Jefferson?” Alexia shook her head back and forth and 
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pretended to stutter as she read the next author’s name, “J-J-J-Jill? Is this it?” Brittany grabbed 
the recliner lever and sent them tipping back again causing Alexia to shout, “Whoa! Brittany!” 
Brittany replied, “What was that?” As if she had no idea why the chair had reclined. Alexia 
turned on her best “mom” impression and sternly said,” BR-IIIIIT-AAAAN-YYYY” stretching 
and chopping Brittany’s name.  
 Sitting back up and looking at the list she asked, “Alright Brittany. Which one is it 
Brittany?” But, Brittany did not reply. She began to argue with Charles who also had a test to 
take and was trying to tell her what to do. Meanwhile, Alexia kept reading through the list, “Mar-
k. Ok, by Mark.” Looking back at the book she declared, “There’s no Mark here! These are the 
only two. Which one is it?” By this time Brittany had convinced Charles to leave and returned 
her focus to the search. Pointing to the screen at the correct author’s name she replied, “That 
one.” As Alexia and Brittany began reading the test they switched over completely to singing 
instead of talking. The questions were multiple choice and marked, “A, B, C” or “D.” 
Speaker Reading & Talk  
Brittany (singing) Who did the mosquito go to first?  
Alexia (lowering her voice dramatically and still singing) D for doggy.  
Switching roles Alexia began reading her own test.  
Speaker Reading & Talk  
Alexia (singing) What did mosquito say to brother?  
At this point Katie walked up and offered her own answer, “A for Alexia, Ali.” Rather than 
choosing “A” as Katie suggested, Alexia, who was still singing, burst out, “B for Buzz.” Alexia 
went on singing and like this until the final answer which she sang, “D for dog and Dan and 
done.” To this Brittany added, “and turd” with an emphasis on the “d” sound. Alexia turned to 
her, stopped singing and said, “Really?” and they both started giggling.  
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 In this vignette Alexia and Brittany put on identity outfits that revealed that they were 
indeed knowledgeable students who could exhibit several literacies, some of which fit in the 
realm of AIMSweb’s narrow skills, and some which emphatically didn’t. On the side of isolated 
skills, Alexia and Brittany isolated the phonemes for the answers “A”, “B”, “C” or “D” to the 
question and strung off several words that matched that initial phoneme: not as a phoneme 
segmentation drill, but because they were playing with language together to make meaning and 
accomplish social work. 
 This display was all the more interesting because Brittany scored in the intensive or tier 
three RtI range in AIMSweb’s Phoneme Segmentation Fluency. For Alexia’s final answer she 
not only exhibited this skill, but not unlike a freestyling rapper tied the skill to her actual 
situation: being done with the test. Demonstrating an even more sophisticated use of language 
that many of my “benchmark” students struggled with, Brittany was also able to isolate the final 
phoneme, link it to the correct answer and make a joke all at the same time by isolating the final 
“d” in turd. In doing so she shifted her identity outfit to one that functioned within the unofficial 
school world.  
 Once again, it’s relevant to contextualize this display of literacies within the official 
institutional understanding of Pearson, embraced in Allentown via AIMSweb, that both of these 
students’ literacy skills were deficits to be corrected. Not only were they supposed to be 
corrected though “strategic intervention”, but the recommendation for their instruction based on 
the work of the National Reading Panel enacted through RtI involved simplistic skills. Ironically 
I provided none of the recommended “interventions” and yet by mid-March they were exhibiting 
these skills outside of the realm of AIMSweb with ease. Both inside and outside of the narrow 
literacy skills that AIMSweb guided the focal students to through the RtI model, Alexia and 
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Brittany explored the space that enabled them to further enact the knowledgeable identity they 
both possessed. These identities disrupted the institutional identities assigned to them and spoke 
to the inadequacy of the RtI model, AIMSweb and “research based” interventions to assess their 
evolving sociocultural education needs.  
 Identity: the thinker outfit. We had reached late May. Unlike the beginning of the 
school year, students entered the building chatting loudly and energetically. Around Fields 
Elementary teachers were reminding each other of the number of days of school left, and starting 
to pack up nonessential parts of their classroom. Per our annual custom, it was time for the May 
Positive Behavior Incentive and Supports (PBIS) celebration. PBIS was a national RtI based 
program designed to improve student behavior. Each month students who hadn’t been sent to the 
office for behavior were eligible to participate in a celebration during school hours. Some 
months the celebration was a movie with popcorn and drinks, sometimes a dance party or a 
bouncy house and games. In keeping with the data driven behavior management side of RtI, we 
targeted the biggest celebrations for the months that we historically had the most office referrals. 
The school social worker maintained records of the frequency, types and consequences of office 
referrals in a district database.  
 Unsurprisingly to me, May was the month with the highest office referral rate. However, 
it was quite rare for me to send a student to the office. At some point in my teaching career I 
noticed that the only actions the principal could perform that I couldn’t were suspension and 
expulsion. Neither of these options seemed practically useful to me; so I avoided office referrals 
the overwhelming majority of the time. Some years I didn’t make any office referrals. But, there 
were situations in which the district policy left me without a choice or situations that jeopardized 
the safety of my students that we were required to make office referrals for, if only to document 
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events. For example, if a student brought a knife to school, if there was a fist fight or a death 
threat (all of which occurred nearly every year in my first grade class) or some other serious 
issues.  
 This time I had one student who couldn’t participate because of a fight on the bus. 
Everyone else had their faces painted, ate snow cones, jumped in the bouncy house and played 
our low budget carnival styled games. After the celebration we came back to the classroom and I 
continued the reading groups as if it was a normal day at school and the students on the other 
side of the kidney table didn’t have their faces painted like cats, dogs and foxes. After the focal 
students read the story together I listened to them read individually, which was a frequent 
practice of mine.  
 We were reading a fiction story about safari animals who were sad because they didn’t 
have a park to play in. Katie and Alexia had been arguing during their free reading time and 
didn’t want to partner read. But, I told them to partner read anyway while I listened to Brittany. 
Katie’s turn was next. She sat down and read the story to me quickly without a single miscue. 
Reading much faster than her normal pace, the words came out without her usual expression. I 
wondered if she was in a hurry to finish and get to a center. During the question and answer 
portion of the lesson she identified the problem in the story, that they didn’t have a park. When I 
asked her why they didn’t have a park she paused and said, “becauuuuuuse… I don’t know. They 
didn’t tell me. It doesn’t tell you in the book.” She was right. The author never even alluded to 
the reason. When I inquired, “Is this story real or made up?” The conversation took an interesting 
turn as put on her Katie’s thinker outfit in response to my questions. 
Speaker Talk 
Katie Made up. 
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Brett How do you know? 
Katie Because, how would they slide down a giraffe’s neck, swing on a swing? And 
how would animals talk is my question. 
As Katie and I were talking Alyson, a “benchmark” student, came up to the kidney table and 
waited to ask a question about her math. But, instead of waiting, she jumped into the 
conversation.  
Speaker Talk 
Alyson Well they could, well they could talk to each other like monkeys talk. That’s how 
they could talk. 
Katie Not animal talk. Like this type of talk. (Pointing to the speech bubbles over the 
animals’ heads) 
Alyson Well, um. Well maybe someone made up the book. And then they just made it like 
in, like they’re sounding like a human. Maybe it just sounded like those words. 
Katie And how would a monkey write? (Turning the page and pointing to an illustration 
in which baboon was writing a letter.) 
Alyson Yeah, I don’t, I don’t know that. 
 In the RtI/AIMSweb caste system, in which some students are viewed through a narrow 
skills based deficit lens assessment like AIMSweb, it’s inevitable that many students are marked 
and labeled as lagging behind their peers. But, this conversation didn’t map well onto the deficit 
view. According to AIMSweb’s test of early literacy, Alyson was supposed to possess the more 
advanced literacy skills of the two students. Yet in this exchange she was unable support her 
reasoning in the face of Katie’s questioning.  A second point was that in enacting her thinker 
identity Katie was able to not only answer, but produce and pose higher order thinking questions 
of her own. She didn’t just thoughtlessly echo scripted questions she had been asked before. She 
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spontaneously created her question and a statement to demonstrate to Alyson that in the context 
of this story, the animals were speaking and writing human language.  
 Further muddying the waters was the fact that Alyson was one of the few students in my 
room who didn’t come from a family with low income. So, this exchange didn’t map onto the 
deficit views of students from low income families, espoused by Payne (1995) and Jensen 
(2009), either. Katie wasn’t the only focal student who did her own thinking about the text. In the 
following example Brittany put on her thinker outfit as well and revealed that she was more than 
just the “strategic” label AIMSweb imparted to her. 
 Nearly every semester I worked myself into sickness. I normally chalked this up to a lack 
of sufficient sleep combined with the stress of the day to day demands of teaching while going to 
graduate school and having a family. I had used a sick day on the proceeding Friday and spent 
most of the weekend in bed with a sore throat and nearly no ability to speak. I wasn’t feeling my 
best on this particular Monday. All I could muster was a hoarse voice with my raw vocal cords. 
Nevertheless, I decided to go to school. Years of experience had led me to the conclusion that 
my students gained more from me showing up able to function at three quarters my normal 
ability than they did with a substitute teacher.  
 For the focal student’s reading group I had selected a story about a queen who threw a 
party and invited all the royalty. Among the attendees was a duke who pulled several jokes at the 
party. Among his pranks, he put ice cubes in the queen’s crown and shoved prunes in the band’s 
instruments. We read the story as a group. As was often the case the group reacted to the text in 
the middle of the story. Brittany emphatically declared that, “He isn’t nice!” Immediately Katie 
followed this up with equal zest, nearly shouting, “That was mean!” By the end of the story the 
duke had been banished to a tiny island for his transgressions. The final illustration depicted him 
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sitting on the beach and the author noted that the duke was never heard from again. This late in 
the school year I didn’t ask many comprehension questions. Instead I had taught my students to 
come up with their own questions and quiz each other. At times they quizzed me about the story. 
Before I asked them to come up with questions of their own, Brittany made the following 
observation.  
Speaker Talk 
Brittany Mr. Brown, I just realized something. Uh, it says “queen um, named June. Queen 
June had the best manners. She would always say please and thank you.” And 
then um, (turning to the next page) It’s says, “Duke Bruce would never ever would 
never ever say please or thank you.” So they’re the opposite. 
 We had not been working on identifying characters with opposite traits, or opposites in 
general in this unit or even recently. My objective for the comprehension portion of this lesson 
was to discuss why the duke was banished, connect his actions to the consequence, discuss if the 
consequence fit the offence and consider alterative courses of action the queen could have 
chosen. But without prompting, Brittany made an observation that compared and contrasted the 
two characters in a manner that no one else in the class had vocalized. I was genuinely impressed 
and emphatically told her that was an absolutely brilliant observation. In response, she beamed 
back at me with a huge smile. 
 Once again it was an act that happened in the social space around the literacy event that 
was not officially sanctioned by the Allentown School District. In fact it occurred in the time and 
space that I was supposed to use for narrow skills based interventions. But instead of heeding the 
advice of certain deficit minded “experts” the intervening that I did was to ignore the RtI labels 
and instructional suggestions of AIMSweb that reduced literacy instruction to a virtual social 
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void centered on simplistic skills. In doing so I did not cut off the talk around the text so that we 
could plow through a curricular to-do list. Instead, I encouraged it.  
 For her part, Brittany put on her thinker outfit in an impressive first grade display of 
reflection on the main characters in the text. As in the example with Katie, no one else, even 
those at the top of the RtI instructional caste system made this observation. In doing so she 
created cognitive dissonance for me. How could she be both a “struggling reader” or “strategic” 
and at the same capable of such great insights into the characters of the story? Her enacted 
literacy identity didn’t match up well with her institutional identity of “strategic.” Clearly 
something was missing AIMSweb’s understanding of her literacy, and before my eyes she was 
writing a counternarrative that spoke of her abilities in a more holistic sense, one that included 
the space for a bright young student to demonstrate that she was more than a simplistic label 
born of a deficit view of children from families with low income. She was a deep thinker, and 
had the outfit to prove it. 
Identity: the expressive reader outfit 
 If a team of researchers aimed to reverse engineer a definition of oral reading fluency 
from DIBELS or AIMSweb’s Oral Reading Fluency assessments, it would indeed be shocking 
for them to conceive of expression as an element thereof. Both measures counted the number of 
words read correctly. The number of errors was not important or even relevant. Expression was 
not part of the equation on any level. At Fields Elementary School, it simply didn’t exist in our 
RtI world of one minute assessments because AIMSweb wasn’t designed to measure it.  
 Examining the development of the national accountability movement, it was clear that the 
National Reading Panel did not completely overlook expression. In fact, in the National Reading 
Panel’s Report of the Subgroups (2000b) they explicitly list speed, accuracy and expression as 
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the characteristics of fluent reading. However, just as Dr. Joanne Yatvin predicted in her 
minority report within the same publication, decisions would be made based on summaries and 
sound bites. Sure enough, the findings were condensed down to the 48 page Put Reading First: 
The research building blocks for teaching children to read: Kindergarten through grade 3 
(Armbruster, Lehr & Osborn 2001) printed in full color and distributed to schools across the 
country free of charge. In that publication the definition of fluency was edited to, “Fluency is the 
ability to read a text accurately and quickly” (p. 19).  
 Expression was mentioned as an attribute of fluency later in the document, but not in the 
definition. It was a small but notable shift. Assessments like DIBELS and AIMSweb took this 
reductionism one step further and downplayed the value of accuracy as well. For AIMSweb 
literacy assessments the number of errors did not count against you. The focal point of the data 
generated by their assessments was speed, understood as the number of correct letters, sounds or 
words a student could read in sixty seconds. 
 While Alexia, Brittany and Katie had solid command over expression – and would from 
time to time sing what they were reading – Brittany took her expressive reader outfit to another 
level completely. Not only could she vary the inflection of her voice to fit and enhance the 
reading of the text. She frequently switched the timbre of her voice to fit the various characters 
and contexts of what she read while simultaneously reading with great expression.  
 Across the data I gathered, Brittany employed the following distinct types of voices: a 
low voice, a monster voice, a robot voice, a sportscaster voice, a British voice and a Southern 
voice. Her low voice was simply lower than her normal voice. Primarily she used this to voice 
male characters, although her use was not gender exclusive. Her monster voice was much lower 
than her typical speaking voice and had an even rhythmic delivery. At times she would add an 
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“evil” laugh like that of cliché television cartoon villains. Her robot voice was monotone and she 
gave each syllable a consistently even rhythmic delivery without emphasizing syllables. For her 
sportscaster voice she would lower her voice and overdramatize nearly everything she said like a 
football announcer. Although she was born and raised in the Allentown area, Brittany also used a 
British voice which also sounded like a caricature of my friends from the United Kingdom. She 
had also developed command over a Southern voice that sounded like a caricature of what I’ve 
heard in my visits to some areas of the southeast portion of the United States. In the data that I 
collected, Brittany did not name these voices as she utilized her expressive reader outfit. I named 
them for the purpose of identifying when she was switching between each distinct timbre.  
 The focal students demonstrated what was missing in AIMSweb’s assessment of fluency 
(expression) through the use of their expressive reader outfits on a consistent basis across the 
data I gathered. In the following vignette, I had assigned Alexia and Brittany to partner read a 
play with multiple characters. They spent a few minutes deciding who would be responsible for 
each character’s lines and then began reading. When it was time to switch readers the focal 
student who just finished said, “Take it away”, which was one of several phrases I used during 
reading instruction when I wanted someone new to start reading. For example, “Take it away 
Alexia!” or “It’s your show Katie!” On this occasion they appropriated this role as they “threw” 
the reading task back and forth and read with overdramatized expression for the characters. At 
the same time, they worked in a couple of voices – low/sad and sportscaster voice – as part of the 
enactment of their literacy identities.  
Speaker Reading & Talk 
Brittany (sounding genuinely concerned) Caterpillar was sad and angry. Would he find 
help? 
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Alexia What’s up?  
Alexia (emphatically) Take it away ant! I mean caterpillar. 
Brittany (with a low and quiet “sad” voice) This puddle is as large as an elephant. 
Brittany (returning to her normal voice, and emphatically stating) Take it away ant! 
Alexia (with great enthusiasm) I can help! 
Alexia Take it away caterpillar. 
Brittany How can you {we} cross this ginormous {giant} giant puddle? 
Brittany (prompting Alexia to read the Ant’s part) You! I’m not Ant.  
Alexia (whispering and reminding Brittany) Say, “Take it away Ant.” 
Brittany (in her sportscaster voice) Take it away ant! 
 The enactment of their identities as expressive readers went on in this manner throughout 
the entire story. Both students brought their own fluency, and thus expression to the literacy 
event and demonstrated skills that were extremely useful in bringing the text to life and at the 
same time making a game out of throwing the job of reading back and forth. These skills were 
vital in their social world to participate and make meaning and in the literacy context. To those 
ends they utilized them with exemplary precision that could have made most of the “benchmark” 
students jealous. Yet under deficit informed view of RtI and AIMSweb these skills were 
officially irrelevant. In spite of my earnest attempts to foster such skills and guide my students to 
even greater literacy through the use thereof, these skills did nothing to erase the official 




 In his spoken word piece “Bored of Education” Jason Petty (2015) aka Propaganda wrote 
about assessment tools this way, “If your brightest stars are always dim, something’s wrong with 
your glasses. If every place on your body that you touch hurts, maybe your finger’s broken” (p. 
18). Indeed, something was broken in AIMSweb’s understanding of Alexia, Brittany and Katie’s 
abilities and the RtI system that determined they needed remedial instruction. Listening to them 
explore literacy with their various identity outfits, I didn’t hear struggling readers in need of 
basic skills based instruction. I heard the brilliance of emerging young thinkers and readers who 
– like the rest of the class – would benefit from a guide to help them on their literacy journey. 
Unfortunately, the labels persisted as these bright stars continued to appear dim through the 
AIMSweb/RtI/deficit view glasses the national accountability movement admonished the 


























Chapter 7  
Identities Across Literacy Contexts 
 It was AIMSweb day, and every Wednesday was an AIMSweb day. The staff at Fields 
Elementary had chosen to collect AIMSweb progress monitoring data on Wednesdays because 
every other Wednesday was an early dismissal day. Since the afternoon schedule was already 
disrupted by the early release from school, we progress monitored AIMSweb on that afternoon 
because the scheduled disruptions to instruction would then be lumped into one day. By the time 
I started to gather data in mid-March, the focal students were so acclimated to the context and 
script that they rarely said anything. When I called them over to the kidney table for AIMSweb 
progress monitoring they said nothing, outside of confirming that they understood the directions 
before the assessment started. Even that was part of the script. Exceptions to this involved 
requests to go to the bathroom. If I had called them over from a center, requests to save their spot 
at that center were normal.  
 On this particular Wednesday, when I called Katie over for progress monitoring she said, 
“Do I have to?” I thought she was just complaining about the task. Quite frankly, I didn’t have 
time for hearing complaints. AIMSweb already chiseled over an hour out of our day and I 
wanted to put it behind me. So, I employed the Socratic Method I often used, answering her 
question with a question, “What do you think?” She sighed, sat down and said nothing until it 
was time to read the AIMSweb passage I presented to her. During the actual timed one-minute 
progress monitoring assessments all of the focal students simply read the passage or nonsense 
words without deviation and didn’t ask questions or make comments even once in all the data 
that I gathered. This was in stark contrast to the many comments and interjections into the text 
during reading groups, student to teacher reading, paired reading and free reading detailed in 
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chapter 6. The norms for this literacy context had been set months before and we were 
consistently acting out our respective portions of a script which was so tightly structured that it 
eliminated space for unscripted social interaction.  
 In this chapter I will examine the focal student’s identities focusing on the interplay of 
structure and agency. As I discussed in detail in chapter 2, I view identities as outcomes of 
agency (Buchholz & Hall, 2004). I, like Ochs (1993), view identities as enacted by agents who 
are not mindless dupes following a “cultural prescription.” Yet, at the same time, agents are not 
unencumbered to enact any identity of their choosing. Rather, agency is structured by social and 
cultural forces as Ortner (1996, 2001a, 2001b, 2006) suggests. Giddens (1976, 1981) argued that 
the forces that shape agency are structures. In his understanding agency and structure presuppose 
one another. More recently, Sewell (1992) and Rogoff (2003) noted that structures are not 
merely the shapers of agency, but also the facilitators thereof.  
 Alexia, Brittany and Katie utilized their agency across literacy contexts. However, as I 
will illustrate in the first section, the bulk of the power in the interplay of structure and agency 
rested on the structure side of the equation. Thus, the power of the structures largely determined 
when and to what extent the focal students were allowed to flex their agentive muscles. In this 
manner the structure ruled out many of their possible identity outfits for them. I will examine the 
enactment of identities across the various literacy contexts in my classroom at Field’s 
Elementary and how each literacy context shaped the enactment of identities. In the second 
section, I will consider the main identities that the focal student enacted in the spaces that were 
the least structured. There I will discuss how those identities had little value within the official 
school world at Fields Elementary and conversely how the values of the official school and the 
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ensuing pressure that I as their teacher felt had little bearing on the focal students enacted 
identities.  
A Continuum of Structure and Agency: The Social Context of Literacy 
 The literacy contexts at in my classroom at Field’s Elementary can be conceived of as a 
continuum of structure and agency. For the purpose of this section I conceive of structure in 
terms of participant structures (Phillips, 1975), who is allowed to participate as well  
as when and how they are allowed to participate. Some literacy contexts had strong structure that 
allowed for nominal agency. Others had a looser structure which allowed the students and me 
more room to exercise agency. As I discuss this continuum, I will move from the literacy context 
that was most shaped by rigid structures to that which occurred within the loosest structure in the 
following order: AIMSweb (progress monitoring), reading group (guided reading instruction), 
student to teacher reading (one-on-one reading with an assigned text), paired reading (two 
students taking turns reading with an assigned text) and free reading (independent reading and/or 
reading with friends: about 90 percent self-selected text). In doing so I will build a case that the 
more structured the literacy context the more value the administration placed in the literacy 
context. This phenomenon also worked in the opposite manner. The looser structure the literacy 
context had, the less value it had to the Allentown school district. Further, I will argue that as the 
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 In the second section “Identities: Best Friends Forever or Best Enemies Forever?” I will 
explore the enactment of identities in the social worlds of Alexia, Brittany and Katie and how the 
pressure that was constantly swirling in the background of their education actually had a nominal 
impact on their social worlds in contrast to the profound impact it had on the teachers, data 
coordinator and principal as detailed in chapter 5. I’ll also consider how in spite of the strong 
emphasis on individual performance at Fields Elementary Alexia, Brittany and Katie enacted 
consistently worked together. 
 AIMSweb: very high structure/very low agency. Given the school climate fostered by 
the National Accountability Movement, which had sanctioned narrow skills based instruction 
and assessment, it stands to reason that some types of instruction and assessment had greater 
value in that climate. As I discussed in chapter 5 the values of the National Accountability 
Movement were by and large embraced by the Allentown school district administration. This led 
to an increased value being placed on some activities and less on others. After all, if your 
evaluation was tied to AIMSweb as opposed to running records, AIMSweb would logically be 
valued more than running records or any other assessment or teaching practice that was not 
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linked to your evaluation. Just prior to the time that I gathered data on the focal students, this was 
actually the case in Allentown for all elementary school principals. For Chris, our building data 
coordinator, it was still the case. But even after that time, AIMSweb scores received more 
attention than any other agenda item in meetings at Field’s Elementary, as I illustrated in chapter 
4. On a regular basis, discussion of AIMSweb scores and the ensuing adjustments to instruction, 
based on “deficit” skill areas, were the sole purpose of meetings.  
 Interestingly, AIMSweb assessments had the tightest participant structure of all the 
literacy practices in my classroom. For both the progress monitoring and the benchmark 
assessments, the test administrator was required to read a script verbatim. During the 
assessments the test administrator could not answer questions or clarify directions. A scripted 
response was all that could be provided if a student miscued. At the end of the assessment I 
showed them their score on a graph on the AIMSweb website, as I was directed by the district, 
and described how it ranked in relation to their previous scores. If they had scored below their 
projected growth line, I often assured them that ups and downs in the scores were normal. 
Further, I reminded them that I wanted to see progress over time and a low score every now and 
then didn’t matter as long as there was “growth” overall. If they scored above their projected 
growth, I told them that they were doing well, just as I had known all along. With rare exception 
the focal students did not say anything after the review of their score except, “Can I go?” or “Can 
I go to the bathroom now?” Eventually I took to adding, “Thanks, you can go” at the end of my 
review of their scores in anticipation of their typical question. The rare exceptions to this were all 
akin to one day when Katie inquired, “Did I do good?” 
 In this literacy space the structure of the event was such that there was barely any wiggle 
room for agency on my part or the part of my students. At times I found myself jotting field 
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notes that reflected my, “Let’s get this over with” attitude toward AIMSweb progress 
monitoring. On other occasions I was hoping to see “growth” so that I had validation that my 
dismissal of tier two interventions for these students was merited. But regardless of what I was 
thinking before or after administering AIMSweb progress monitoring, I, like my students, simply 
did not have much space for personal agency. While I could ignore the mandate for tier two 
intervention and as long as the AIMSweb scores were “good”, I could not have ignored 
AIMSweb itself because the scores from my students, like all students in Allentown, were 
reviewed at the building level by my grade level peers, the data coordinator and the principal. At 
the district level the scores were reviewed by data coordinators from other buildings, literacy 
coaches, the curriculum coordinator on up to summary data provided to the assistant 
superintendent and superintendent.  
 Refusing to use AIMSweb could have been used as a reason to write me up for failure to 
carry out my contractual duties. Likewise, my students could not have refused to take the 
assessment without consequence. I had a habit of saying “chores before S’mores” to indicate that 
we would get our work done before we moved on to the other things we wanted to do. Outside of 
a handful of comments like Katie’s, “Do I have to?” the expectation that I would gather progress 
monitoring data on a weekly basis went unquestioned. 
 It’s worth noting that if I actually had taught a Response to Intervention (RtI) district 
approved “research based” tier two intervention instead of following the directive of the National 
Research Council’s Committee on the Prevention of Reading Difficulties in Young Children to 
provide high quality instruction for all of my students (Snow, Burns & Griffin, 1998) by teaching 
the regular curriculum in my students’ zone of proximal development, I believe that it would 
have changed the order of the literacy contexts in the continuum. Because I had taught and 
177 
previewed many of these interventions in the past, and noted their narrow skills based focus and 
the lack of space for discourse generally inherent in the programs, I believe that tier two 
interventions would have fit in between AIMSweb and reading groups in the participant structure 
continuum. However, I did not gather data on or observe this during this study. 
 Reading groups: high structure/low agency. Reading instruction was, of course, 
sanctioned by the Allentown school district and No Child Left Behind’s (NCLB) Reading First. 
As a district applying for Reading First funding, our curricular options were limited by the 
National Reading Panel’s construction of literacy as skills, as it was enacted through Reading 
First. As noted in chapter 4, this did not leave the district completely without agency. The head 
of curriculum at that time circumvented the standard curricular section process in Allentown 
entirely to steer the district clear of the hardline scripted and phonics intensive curricular options. 
Instead she chose Harcourt’s Trophies (Beck, Farr & Strickland, 2007) and the entire district 
implemented it. Trophies represented a more balanced option with its authentic literature and 
comparatively nominal unscripted phonics and phonemic awareness components that managed to 
grant it the prerequisite “research based” status required for Reading First funding. Nevertheless, 
when reflecting on where this literacy context fit into the continuum of structure and agency the 
data I gathered reflected that the scale tipped toward high structure, and with it the administrative 
value placed on reading groups was high. 
 My veteran counterparts at Fields Elementary were fond of saying that you’ll know 
you’re a “seasoned” teacher when the instructional fad pendulum has hit you going both 
directions. In Allentown the district adopted the notion that whole group reading instruction was 
a fad of the past. Differentiated Instruction, in which flexible groups were based upon ongoing 
assessment and the specific needs of students was the model we were directed to institute as 
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standard practice. Although differentiated instruction proponents insisted that this was not the 
rebirthing of the tracking system I grew up under – in which students were essentially locked 
into a ridged type of “ability based” instruction – some of my veteran teacher friends assured me 
that it was basically the same. Further they added that only teachers who didn’t know what they 
were doing utilized the inflexible grouping system of the tracking era.  
 Whether or not this was the case, in first grade the switch to differentiated instruction 
didn’t require any substantial changes because we had been teaching reading with flexible 
groups based on a variety of assessment tools since the school opened over a decade before the 
district made this official policy. Becky, the most experienced first grade teacher at Field’s 
Elementary, summed up her experience often by saying that good teaching has always been good 
teaching. Occasionally she would add that sometimes the fads reflect good teaching and 
sometimes we should fight the fads. With differentiated instruction we were, by and large, on 
board with the fad. This made our jobs easier because the administrative value on reading groups 
was at the level of closely monitored mandate. Alyssa, the principal at Fields Elementary, 
directly asked the first grade team how we were implementing differentiated instruction for 
reading and came to our rooms during our reading block to see our plans in action. She did a 
short walk through the room during differentiated instruction at least once a week. 
 In order to make Trophies and differentiated instruction work together, reading groups 
had to follow a fairly set timetable each day so that everyone received their daily allotment of 
reading group minutes. At the beginning of the school year when the Trophies texts were short 
reads this didn’t present much of a time crunch. However, by the time snow began to grace the 
dormant winter landscape around Allentown, there was just enough time for a guided read and a 
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brief discussion at the end. What this meant for student agency in the lessons was that there 
wasn’t an extensive amount of wiggle room for me to allow time for unstructured talk.  
 As a beginning teacher, when I first noticed this together with my students’ desire to talk 
around the text I thought their conversations were distracting from the actual work I wanted them 
to do. It was frustrating because I was on a tight schedule. So I tried to minimize the talk. Later 
in my career I realized that talk around text was a large part of the work I wanted them to do. 
But, I found that I needed extra instructional minutes to make this happen. The solution was 
quite simple. Because I didn’t believe in the narrow skills based tier two interventions, I 
exercised my agency as the teacher and added those minutes to the differentiated 
instruction/reading group time: even though it officially was taboo. This instantly afforded me 
the curricular space to facilitate talk around the text as seen in the vignettes in chapter 5 and in 
the following data sample.  
 We were in reading group, which consisted of the focal students plus Charles, who 
transferred in from another school district during the study, and Brian who transferred in from 
another school in Allentown in January. Except when they had been arguing, my trio of focal 
students sat side-by-side at the kidney table. Today, Charles and Brian flanked the group at either 
end of the table. We were reading a fiction story about a baboon who had just arrived at a zoo 
and was traveling around to meet the other animals.  
 We were all reading together when I was distracted by a conversation on the other side of 
the room and read, “Raccoon climbed around” instead of reading what the book actually said, 
“Baboon climbed around.” Katie immediately caught my error. Looking up and smiling at me 
she declared, “You said, “raccoon!” I replied that I didn’t know why I did that. Brittany pointed 
out that Charles and Brian just copied what I had said and weren’t actually reading the words 
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themselves. Predictably, this broke off into a longer argument about who was really reading and 
who was just echoing what others were reading. As was my practice for some off-task 
conversations I kept the group moving by continuing to read. They joined back in the reading, 
and we moved on. A few pages later the raccoon entered the story for the first time. At this point 
Brittany burst out, “Now there’s a raccoon!” Alexia smiling big, added, “Mr. Brown! That’s why 
you said raccoon!” I agreed that I must have been thinking ahead to that part of the story when I 
said, “raccoon” instead of “baboon.” 
 Much like the data from chapter 5, this data sample illustrates the space for conversation 
around reading group text. When I miscued it became not only a time for Alexia, Brittany and 
Katie to exercise their agency by enacting their identities as knowledgeable students, but also a 
topic of conversation. However, in this data sample I also illustrate the power of structures. We 
were on a tightly timed schedule and I wasn’t about to spend it sorting out what I thought of as 
my students’ trivial argument over who was reading and who was echoing the reading. I knew 
the clock was ticking, and the proverbial show had to go on. Thus, I saw to it that it did indeed 
go on, lest I find myself in a time crunch because I allowed conversation that didn’t move us 
toward a deeper understand of the text eat up our minutes.  
 If I had taught reading groups under the allotted time of twenty-five minutes each, as 
suggested by the district, reading groups would have been even more dominated by the 
participant structure of the lesson and student agency would have been even more sidelined. That 
type of instruction would have placed reading groups close to, but not quite up against, 
AIMSweb assessments in the structure/agency continuum. However, I was aiming to allow for a 
more permeable curriculum (Dyson, 1993a) which involved space for students to declare 
themselves by the putting on various identities outfits. This required space. Further, as Bakhtin 
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noted, it required the response of the other (1986), both of which required time. By teaching in 
this manner I pushed reading groups slightly further toward the agency side of the equation. 
However, this effort was not enough to place it lower than the next literacy context. 
 Student to teacher reading: moderate structure/moderate agency. Part of making 
space for student talk meant utilizing some of the additional time that would have gone to tier 
two interventions as student to teacher reading in a one-on-one setting. This was a daily 
occurrence for all of the so called tier two “strategic” students, including the focal students. From 
my perspective this was where I focused on what I thought they individually needed most in 
terms of instruction, largely based on running records and questioning during reading groups. At 
times I focused these minutes on broad concepts like comprehension. At other times I addressed 
the narrow phonics skills that they needed to develop such as “ph” as the “f” sound, as Alexia 
needed one morning.  
 Although, this time frame was not officially part of Trophies, I normally used the 
Trophies books. In part this was to facilitate fluency, not as AIMSweb understood it as mere 
speed, but also expression and accuracy. I also used the Trophies books because there were over 
200 leveled readers in the series to choose from. Regardless of my targeted objective, I kept the 
overarching goal of providing space for my students to talk around the text. This gave the mini 
lesson a loose structure for us to work in and placed it at the center of the participant 
structure/agency continuum because it had a much larger space for agency – both for the focal 
students and myself – and yet it was still informed by the umbrella of official curricular goals set 
by the Allentown school district administration.  
 The air conditioning at Field’s Elementary wasn’t working for the second day in a row. 
Even with the blinds closed to reflect the sun’s rays back out the window we were much warmer 
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than usual. Fortunately, Alexia came dressed for the occasion in an ankle length pink skirt and 
black tee shirt. Today we were reading a nonfiction book about loons. Relevant to this brief 
vignette is that fact that in this text the author asserts that loons cannot walk. However, the 
author did not explain that loons can essentially army crawl on the ground and thus move on 
land. All but one of the pictures showed loons in the water or flying. 
 For the past few weeks I had focused on comprehension with Alexia. She finished 
reading the text and had asked me a couple of questions about the book, which was what I 
required of her. Then I asked her if there was conflict in the story. This was a bit of a trick 
question from my perspective because rarely in our reading series was there conflict in a fiction 
text. Alysa paused and said, “Um, uh. Yes, um. Why can’t loons go on like…” (She did not 
complete this sentence.) “Look at this picture.” She turned her book around on the table so the 
image was facing me and pointed to the loon on the ground. “They’re like, on the ground! Not in 
there (pointing to the water) “Why?” From here we had a discussion about how authors of 
children’s literature sometimes don’t tell us the all of the information we need to understand the 
topic they are writing about. Further, I explained that this can be misleading, as it was in this 
case, since loons can in fact effectively crawl short distances.  
 Besides putting on her thinker identity outfit (detailed in chapter 6) and demonstrating 
her ability to question the text, Alexia flexed her agentive muscles in a space that welcomed her 
inquisitive mind. It was exactly the type of response I was looking for from her and it was also 
the type of one on one conversation that would have been rare if I had not adjusted the schedule 
to allow RtI tier two minutes to be repurposed to focus on the areas that I deemed important, in 
this case based on Alexia’s comprehension question responses from the past few weeks. 
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 Paired reading: low structure/high agency. Like student to teacher reading, paired 
reading was almost a daily occurrence. It transpired at the same time as student to teacher 
reading. After each reading group I assigned the students into pairs, or let them choose partners, 
to read to each other and ask each other questions about the text we used in reading group. 
Officially my objective for this time was to lead them into generating their own questions for 
each other and improving fluency, especially expression. If the students chose to correct each 
other to improve accuracy, as they frequently did, I did not encourage or discourage it because it 
was not my goal for this time.  
 I let one pair sit on the floor against the wall next to the kidney table so I could loosely 
monitor their activity while primarily listening to and responding to the student who was reading 
to me. The other pair I sent to the other side of the room to work out of earshot. In this manner, 
the structure of the literacy context afforded a great deal more agency in how they chose to enact 
their identities compared to the previous levels. When they finished reading and questioning each 
other I had them come back and I asked them what questions they asked each other and provided 
feedback to help them improve their questioning skills. Some students tried to act as though they 
had done the reading, when they clearly had not, so they could venture off to centers. I never 
noticed the focal students skipping the majority of a story. However, from time to time they 
skipped a page or two as seen in the following data sample. Also in this brief vignette the focal 
students enact a collective identity of a team. I will unpack the team identity in greater detail in 
the section “The BFF’s as a team.” Normally the focal students worked together to accomplish 
the tasks of the official school world as the enactment of their team identity. However, in this 
example Alexia tries, to no avail, to get Brittany to complete the entire task. This demonstrates 
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the primary assertion of this section, that paired reading presented the students with less structure 
and more opportunity to exercise agency. 
 Alexia and Brittany were reading together on the floor near the kidney table. I had 
assigned a book for them and they were about three quarters of the way through. Since we were 
working on expression, they had been reading with over dramatized expression for most of the 
story when Brittany decided to skip a page. This resulted in an argument. In this sample both 
Alexia and Brittany use different volumes. One for reading and talking and a much softer voice 
when they apparently didn’t want their conversation to be heard. This was fairly common in the 
paired reading data and free reading data I gathered. However, the microphone on my recorder 
captured their whispers. 
Speaker Talk Text 
 
Brittany  The waves- 
Alexia (Sounding like a buzzer and yelling) 
Annnttt! You skipped a page! We’re on 
this one! (Quietly) Other side. (Louder) 
Other side! 
 
Brittany I’m going-  
Alexia Brittany you’re on the wrong page!  
Brittany Nuh-uh. We’re on number fourteen.  
Alexia (Lowering her voice to a whisper) You 
skipped. You said you liked this book. 
You said- 
 
Brittany  That would take too long.  
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Alexia Nu-uh! You said you liked this book! 
(Quietly) I don’t [care]. 
 
On that note they returned to the text, and both pretended to read the rest of the story. In reality 
they had skipped two pages. In this brief exchange in which I was too preoccupied listening to 
Katie read to notice Alexia and Brittany bantering over skipped pages. The paired reading space 
was much more flexible for the focal students to enact their identities. In large part this was 
because I was not there policing their conversation or work. I loosely monitored it and thus they 
had more agency. 
 Free reading: very low structure/very high agency. At the far end of the 
structure/agency continuum I placed free reading. Free reading was not a completely 
unstructured reading time. The books and magazines that I set out on display were targeted to 
represent the range of abilities in the class. This meant reading levels from early first grade up to 
early fourth grade. When the trend toward leveled book boxes gained steam with the Daily Five 
(a popular reading & writing teaching framework that included the following five elements for 
students each day: reading to yourself, work on writing, read to someone, listen to reading and 
word work) I considered sorting the books and magazines so that it would we easier for students 
to find books in their zone of proximal development as Daily Five proponents advocated. 
However, I wanted them to develop the ability to locate developmentally appropriate books 
independently. So I provided several mini lessons on the topic and did not sort those books for 
them. I also wanted them to have access to the full range of texts to help minimize the 
educational caste system so common in schooling.  
 From that range of texts, the students chose whatever they wished to read. Because I was 
working with a reading group while the focal students were at free reading I did not directly 
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monitor their reading. However, I required that they read one Accelerated Reader book and take 
the test on it in this time frame. When they finished the test I had them bring the book back to me 
and tell me the results of their test. Even though I could see their score in real time through the 
Accelerated Reader website, I preferred the personal interaction and face to face accountability 
that telling me their score provided. In this manner I established a very low level of structure to 
the reading time. However, as the data I will lay out in the next section clearly reveals, the focal 
students spent some of the time focused on their social world with nearly complete disregard for 
the task set before them.  
Identities: Best Friends Forever or Best Enemies Forever? 
 Across most of the literacy contexts the focal students enacted dualistic collective 
identities Best Friends Forever (BFF) and Best Enemies Forever (BEF). The AIMSweb and 
student to teacher reading literacy contexts isolated the students from their peers. So by design, 
the students could not wear the BFF/BEF identity outfits in those spaces. However, in the 
reading groups, paired reading and especially free reading the focal students enacted these 
identities in a manner that made these identities the most frequently worn identity outfits. When 
wearing these outfits, in these literacy contexts the focal students demonstrated no cognition or 
regard for the institutional pressure or identities of being “strategic” that were the focal point of 
instruction in the official school world. In their social world they were so focused on being BFFs 
or BEFs that what dominated my time as a teacher, improving AIMSweb scores, was never 
mentioned or even alluded to. 
 When the school year started Alexia and Brittany were already friends. Having been 
together in the same kindergarten class at Field’s Elementary they knew one another well. As it 
happened, at the beginning of the school year their desks were in the same cluster and they were 
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in the same reading group most of the year (including all of the time that I gathered data on the 
focal students). This combined with the adoption of differentiated instruction caused them to 
spend most of their official reading instructional time together moving from seat work to 
independent reading to reading group and sometimes paired reading. Katie moved to Fields 
Elementary in November. During her first day, she seemed shy. In the interest of helping her 
make friends I moved her desk next to Alexia because Alexia was so talkative and friendly. Plus, 
they were in the same reading group. By this time Brittany did not sit in the same desk cluster as 
Alexia. I rearranged the seating chart every month or so and had separated them in part because 
they were such avid talkers. It did not take long for Katie to become friends with Alexia and 
soon thereafter, Brittany.  
 Best friends forever. The three of them became, as they called themselves, “the BFFs” 
(Best Friends Forever). When they had center time or recess they consistently chose to play 
together. At times this was to the exclusion of other students and at other times they included 
other students. But, when given a choice, the three of them were consistently together. Each 
morning they would enter the building from the bus parking lot as a group, because as it 
happened, they all lived in the same part of town and thus rode the same bus. This entryway 
opened immediately to the first grade wing of the building. Every bus rider, which accounted for 
about ninety percent of the students at Field’s Elementary, came through this door daily.  
 Although the first grade teachers were not assigned hall duty at that time, we stood out in 
the hall every day. It was our opinion that as soon as the students set foot in the building we 
should be there to greet them. For my part, it was a bit of a game to greet as many of our 
approximately 400 students by name as possible. On Monday’s, or the first morning back after a 
long break, many of them shuffled in sleepy near-silence and barely mumbled out a “good 
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morning.” Most of the time they returned our greetings. But some of them, upon reaching fourth 
or fifth grade acted like they didn’t hear us. We greeted them just the same, and their friends 
often teased them for not responding. Such was my morning ritual. The building rule was that 
students had to enter and walk single file to the gym – if they ate breakfast at home – or the 
cafeteria if they ate breakfast at school. Many days we had to ask Katie, Alexia and Brittany to 
switch from walking three across to single file: which they normally did without more than 
joking complaint.  
 A couple weeks into gathering data with the focal students the BFFs walked in together, 
but something was clearly amiss. Brittany had her arm around Katie’s shoulder. Katie’s head 
hung so low that she could have been looking at her shoelaces. They stopped in front of me and 
Katie announced that it was her last day. She was going back to California for two months. I 
wondered how Brittany and Alexia would adjust. Early in my career when a student said that 
they were moving I felt a sadness and knew that I would miss them. Professionally my remorse 
did not extend beyond the frustration of knowing that high mobility lead to a disjointed 
education. But as the years passed and my evaluation began (officially or unofficially) to hang on 
student performance, hearing that a student was moving made me feel sick to my stomach. It felt 
as if I had been painting a picture that was near completion and someone stole the canvas when I 
stepped out of the room. I often felt indigent and frustrated. But more than that, I felt the pressure 
to somehow be responsible for my student’s AIMSweb scores when thirty to forty percent of 
them moved in and out of my classroom every year.  
 I told our secretary that the next time a parent called to withdraw their child she should 
tell them that we were no longer accepting withdraws. She smiled kindly and lamented that the 
good ones always leave. But I was at the point that I didn’t care if they were the “good ones” or 
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not. I had begun to see my students as more than just my students and when they moved, I felt 
cheated and indignant. The very next day Katie bounced through the doorway with Brittany and 
Alexia. Grinning widely, she told me that she wasn’t moving after all. To say I was relieved 
would be a dramatic understatement. The BFFs remained intact. Thus on the mornings that I 
passed through the cafeteria – where about eighty percent of our students ate a free breakfast – 
they were, once again, always eating together. When I picked them up from recess they were 
almost always bunched up in the line because I did not specify a line order. Thus they were free 
to choose spots next to each other as best friends often do. 
 The BFFs as a team. Examining the literacy contexts that were most valued at Fields 
Elementary there was a clear emphasis on individual performance. The most obvious example of 
this was that the greatest amount of administrative attention at Fields was placed on AIMSweb, 
which required that individual students read test materials in complete isolation from their peers. 
The next step in the continuum of what was most focused on by the administration was reading 
groups. While the focal students did not work in isolation, the design of the curriculum was such 
that most of the instruction for reading groups was based upon a teacher lead model in which 
individual student work was evaluated. However, as I will note below, even in this space they 
worked together as a collective to enact a team identity in spite of being directed to stop working 
together. Edging further away from what was most valued by the administration, student to 
teacher reading, I again found the focus to clearly rest on individual performance. But moving 
toward the spaces which had far less administrative value, paired reading and free reading, the 
work became highly collaborative.  
 In spite of the focus on individualistic performance at Fields Elementary, the BFFs 
worked to enact a team identity as whenever the opportunity presented itself. At times they 
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seemed to work against the design of the machinery of education to accomplish this end. This 
was clearly the case with Accelerated Reader tests during free reading. Even though the directive 
from Accelerated Reader’s creators was for students to read and be assessed independently, the 
focal students opted to read and take tests together the overwhelming majority of the time. 
Normally they would pair up for this endeavor, as illustrated in the vignette from chapter 6 in 
which Alexia and Brittany sang the test questions to each other. However, from time to time all 
three of them would read together. I did nothing to stop this teamwork. At several points I 
overtly encouraged the BFFs collaboration.  
 Even in reading groups, when we divided the reading assignments into parts the BFFs 
worked together to assist each other. In the majority of the data in which a single student was 
reading their part, one or both of the other focal students would attempt to prompt the reader if 
they had trouble working out an unfamiliar word. Wanting to be sure that they were developing 
this skill and able to demonstrate it independently, I frequently asked them to stop prompting 
each other. However, their response to this was simply to become more covert, whispering their 
prompts to each other and hoping that I would not notice over the general background noise and 
conversations of my class. At times they succeeded in this and I only discovered it when I 
listened to my recording. At other times I gave them the stern “teacher look” or reminded them 
that I would ask them to help if help was needed. 
 For paired reading the BFFs almost always requested to read together. At times this was a 
bit problematic because there were three of them and I wanted groups of two. My standard 
solution for this was to ask one of them to read to me and rotate who read to me each day. The 
other two normally sat down on the floor against the wall by the kidney table shoulder to 
shoulder and took turns reading and asking each other questions. In free reading the students read 
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collaboratively every day that I gathered data. It was the status quo to hear two or all three of the 
BFFs reading and discussing a book as in the following data sample. 
 On this occasion, Brittany and Katie were reading each other’s library books together on 
the futon. Alexia was also on the futon, but was reading to herself. Katie was reading Brittany’s 
Disney Princess book and Brittany was prompting Katie when she could not work out what the 
word was in the book. 
Speaker Talk Text 
 
Katie  What is a princess? A princess is 
always- 
Brittany (prompting) Did you say brave?  
Katie  A princess loves to sing and dance. A 
princess… 
Brittany (prompting) always  
Katie  always lives happily ever after. 
Katie I’m Bell.  
Brittany I’m the boy. No, we both are.  
Katie Let’s read my book!  
They went on to read Katie’s book, which was P. D. Eastman’s Go, Dog. Go! (1961). After a 
few pages of reading primarily with their normal speaking voices, Brittany said, “You gotta act 
silly with it.” At this point they broke off into deep voices and Brittany noted, “We both sound 
like men.” Katie proceeded to alternate between to a low southern voice and old man voice. 
Brittany started to slide the pitch of her voice up and down about an octave reading, “The green 
dog is up! The yellow dog is down!” Then they read simultaneously, “The blue dog is in. The red 
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dog is out.” Katie exclaimed, “That’s sad. He’s like” (switching to her manly voice) “No way 
you’re playing in my house! Bam! Bam!” (returning to her speaking voice) And they’re fighting. 
All that, going like that! Boom, boom, boom. All that! All that! Then he eats that. Then he eats 
the eye balls for dinner.” Brittany burst out laughing.  
 In this brief vignette the Katie and Brittany demonstrated the BFFs commitment to 
working together to enact a team identity while they employed their agency to work 
collaboratively to read their library books. Brittany prompted Katie when she was unable to 
quickly work out the word she was trying to read. They also worked together to bring the text to 
life with a variety of voices as they read Go, Dog. Go! as Brittany suggested. Katie then 
extended the story by adding her own interpretation of what the dogs in the story might be 
saying. In doing so they modeled teamwork I saw consistently across the data. 
 Best enemies forever. Being BFFs and working as a team wasn’t always so easy, and the 
practice of peace was quite a bit slipperier than pop cultural portrayals. In many young children’s 
stories the concept is almost completely romanticized and conflict easily resolved. In the lives 
that students actually live, it’s remarkably harder to actualize. One need look no further than the 
playground or the daily news for evidence. Like the conflicting ideologies surrounding literacy, 
Alexia, Brittany and Katie were not always drawn to a harmonious interaction guided toward the 
collective good. At times they would stake out a position and argue until bitter words and tears 
were flowing. Just as Fields Elementary had been the site of conflicting ideologies over literacy 
instruction, it was also the site of the darker side or the BFF identities, the Best Enemies Forever 
(BEF) identity.  
 The BEF identity outfit permeated all but the strictly structured AIMSweb assessments 
and became a contrasting identity to the BFFs identity. The focal students would enact this 
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identity mostly in the unofficial school world. But the “forever” in BEF had the staying power of 
preteen romance, lasting a couple days, or as little as twenty minutes. In spite of the fact that the 
focal students never used the term Best Enemies Forever, I amassed hours of recordings and 
fieldnotes that reflected their enactment of the tumultuous side of being BFFs. Both the 
fieldnotes and the recordings were littered with anecdotes of the focal students toggling between 
BFFs and BEFs. When they shifted to BEFs, Alexia was shunned by Brittany and Katie more 
often than not. However, there were times that each of them became enemies with every possible 
combination of others or individuals. The following vignette came from the first week I gathered 
data and was not atypical of the swings from BFFs to BEFs that ran throughout the study. 
 It was a particularly dreary spring day, the sort of day that had taken on the ambiance of 
night because of the dramatically dark and overcast sky and the driving rain. As I made my way 
to Fields Elementary, the rain pinged loudly off the top of my 1999 Honda Civic and obscured 
my vision. The stretch of interstate that brought me to Allentown each day was more familiar 
with Autobahn inspired speeds than the trudging fifty miles an hour that delayed my arrival at 
school that morning. Neither the darkness nor the rain had let up by the time the students 
disembarked from their buses at the edge of the sidewalk more than one hundred feet from the 
building. The focal trio came into the building as a pack per the norm. Their hair was soaked to 
the scalp and they were quite literally dripping as they sloshed across the floor littered with 
bright yellow signs warning all of the obvious, the floor was wet. In spite of the torrential 
downpour Katie greeted me with a hearty good morning and a smile while stomping her feet on 
the rug to shake off the rain.  
 Among the few events in at Fields Elementary that I actually dreaded were days in which 
the stars aligned in such a manner that my students had neither outdoor recess or gym. This day 
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was scheduled to have music rather than gym. Meanwhile, the growing “puddles” on the 
playground were taking on lake-like attributes. Recess was going to be an indoor affair, there 
was no doubt. It could have been all in my head. But I felt that my students were antsy on these 
days even before being deprived of the opportunity to run and play. Perhaps they relished the 
prospect of being pent up in the building for seven and a half hours as much as I did. 
 By the time the focal students were in free reading, a storm was brewing inside my room 
too. Given that free reading provided the most student agency it came as little surprise to me that 
it was in this context that I saw the most concentrated evidence of the BFFs/BEFs identities. I 
had switched out all of the books on the shelf before school that morning. At times this led to 
arguments about who would get to read a particularly desirable book first. As a teacher I was 
thrilled that they were so eager to read, but less than thrilled with the squabbling. However, as I 
was typically teaching a reading group other than the focal student’s group, I normally made no 
attempt to intervene if the dispute didn’t interfere with instruction or cause actual harm. In this 
case, I did not witness the beginning of the argument because I was working with a different 
reading group. By the time voices were raised I could see that an oversized Eye Spy Fantasy 
book was the center of a heated debate. Alexia had come out of the scrap with the book and sat 
down next to Katie who promptly took a pillow out from behind her and pushed it into the space 
between the two of them on the futon. The following conversation ensued. 
Speaker Talk 
Katie (yelling at Alexia) Fly away! 
Katie (turning to Brittany who was seated on the other side of her) First she kicked me. 
Then she hit me with a book! 
Alexia Brittany wouldn’t let go of the book! 
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Brittany Nuh-uh 
Alexia Yes you did! 
Katie So that means that I should hit you in the face with this? (gesturing with her book) 
Alexia I did this. (gesturing a pulling motion with the Eye Spy Fantasy book) 
Katie Look what you did to me! (pointing to her face, where she was allegedly hit by the 
book) 
The argument simmered down as Katie and Brittany took to ignoring Alexia. As was our custom, 
the BFFs’ reading group followed their free reading block. Katie and Brittany tried to sit with a 
couple of chairs between themselves and Alexia, but I told them to move together. They 
complied. But then edged their chairs about a foot away from Alexia, to which I said nothing. I 
had decided that it wasn’t worth the effort to address this minor action. We read and discussed 
the story without any other indication that they were at the moment BEFs. This did not surprise 
me because of the structured nature of the reading group lesson confined us to the task at hand 
for the most part. However, as we finished and I paused to check a paper of a student who had 
been working at their desk, the BEFs identity enactment ensued.  
Speaker Talk 
Brittany Alexia wacked, Alexia kicked you in the nose on the playground and she hit you in 
the nose and look. (Pointing at Katie’s face) 
Katie I know. It hurts. 
Brittany That’s [where you] got hurt. 
Katie By Alexia. First she kicked me. Then she hit me with a book.  
Brittany Yeah. 
Alexia And Brittany had a hold of the book.  
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Brittany  [Nuh-uh] 
Alexia Yes you did! 
Katie So me and sis (“sis” was another term they all used for each other: short for sister) 
had a hold. [Like this.] (demonstrating holding with the book we were using for 
reading group) 
Brittany Yeah, she hit you with this part. (pointing to the corner away from where Katie was 
holding the book) 
Noting the rising tension, I assigned Katie and Brittany to read to each other and instructed 
Alexia to read to me. Enactment of the BEF identity like this occurred almost every week. Near 
the end of the study (and the school year) it happened more than once a week.  
 In this vignette the harmony of the Best Friends Forever identities that the focal students 
often enacted was interrupted by the enactment of its lesser twin: Best Enemies Forever. As was 
the case many times in the study, Katie and Brittany took a side against Alexia for allegedly 
hitting and kicking Katie. This time, the focal students kept the BEF identities to the free reading 
literacy context for the most part. But, it did spill over into read group this time. However, across 
the data the BEF identities were far more common in free reading and paired reading. This 
enactment of the BEF identities started in the time frame when the participant structure was 
designed to grant them a high level of agency: free reading. Once the more structured reading 
group lesson started, the continuation of the conflict was initially nonverbal, in that Katie and 
Brittany sat as far away from Alexia. However, the conflict barely affected the flow of the 
lesson. I only had to ask them to move once and they complied.  
 It wasn’t until I transition to checking the work of another student that they returned to 
enacting the BEF identities. Since the participant structure of reading group was open to 
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discussion about the text and related comments they could have interjected with a comment that 
brought the matter up. However, they choose not to until it was clear that I had shifted to another 
task. Even though the floor was open for conversation they were either not interested in trying to 
bring the BEF identity outfit into a reading group lesson or they chose to comply with the 
structure of the official school world. While this argument seemed intense, by the afternoon the 
three of them were all back on friendly terms, a pattern that they would revisit time after time. 
 As the school year went on the fights became more intense and took longer to resolve. 
Tears became a regular part of the conflicts. Rather than talking the matter out, notes often 
became a part of the resolution. Brittany wrote, “Are we stel frends plz?” (Are we still friends 
please?) On another occasion Alexia wrote, “Am I still sis? yes or no” to which Brittany took an 
orange crayon and traced over the “yes.” 
 The next vignette delves into one of the longest fights, which lasted three days. It was late 
in May, and the weather was of that seemingly bipolar kind which brings mornings that were still 
cool enough to justify a jacket and pants while the afternoons begged for shorts and a tee shirt. 
The focal students came to school dressed in array of options that Monday morning. Katie 
arrived in a baggy purple hoody that had a large colorful peace sign in the middle. Blue jeans and 
pink gym shoes rounded out her outfit and her hair was up in her usual ponytail. Brittany’s outfit 
was designed for the warmer weather to come in the afternoon, with a pink heart shirt, matching 
pink and gray camouflage shorts and sandals. A red headband with white polka dots kept her hair 
out of her face. Alexia’s hair was in pigtails, which I could not recall ever seeing before. Her 
outfit consisted of black shoes, a pink pleated skirt and a teal shirt that read, “I’m right and 
you’re wrong.”  
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 Once more, the BEFs surfaced during free reading. This time it happened almost as soon 
the session started. Katie and Brittany selected books, plopped on the futon and leaned their 
heads together sharing the first book. I placed the recorder on the futon and walked off to teach a 
reading group. Within the first minute the trouble began. Alexia left the large rocking chair and 
headed over to where Brittany and Katie were seated and an argument ensued that went back and 
forth for almost eighteen minutes.  
Speaker Talk 
Alexia Move over. 
Brittany No! 
Alexia Please! 
Brittany I don’t have to. 
Katie (inaudible sentence) 
Alexia Don’t talk to me. 
After bantering back and forth over Brittany’s sandals: which Alexia argued were tracking grass 
and dirt on to the futon, the argument escalated. 
Speaker Talk 
Alexia I know your secret. Your little nasty secret. 
Brittany I have one? 
Katie I don’t even have a dirty secret. 
Alexia Yes you do. It’s nasty. 
Katie What is it? 
Alexia I’m not telling. 
Katie And you’re saying that? I don’t even have one. 
Alexia Yes you do. 
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The banter continued along these lines until Brittany and Katie changed their strategy.  
Speaker Talk 
Brittany Oh yeah. I do have a secret. I won’t tell. Who knows? No one. 
Katie So do I, and Alexia doesn’t even know. It’s not about me and Keyon. (A boy in the 
class.) It’s about the sisters (another name they gave themselves). 
Alexia (starting to cry) Why are you so mean? I hope we’re in different classes next year! 
Shortly after this I called them over to the kidney table for reading group. Walking over before 
the others arrived Alexia sat down and softly sang a few lines of Do You Want to Build a 
Snowman from the Disney movie Frozen (Vecho, Buck & Lee, 2013) “We used to be best 
buddies, and now were not. I wish you would tell me why. Do you wanna build a snowman? Ok, 
bye.” 
 In retrospect the focal students’ attire that day was a microcosm of their contrasting BFF 
and BEF identities. The peace sign on Katie’s shirt, the pink heart on Brittany and the words 
“I’m right and you’re wrong.” scrawled across Alexia’s shirt were fascinating choices for Katie 
and Alexia’s actual outfits. It was as if they were literally wearing outfits that displayed the 
identity outfits of BFFs and BEFs. The ability of the BFFs to consistently resolve conflict day 
after day matched Katie’s peace sign and Brittany’s heart. While Alexia’s “I’m right and you’re 
wrong” seem to more accurately fit the BEF identity outfits they enacted on this occasion. 
 Reflections on the BEFs. Regardless of their physical apparel both the BFFs and the 
BEFs identity outfits were worn often. But across the continuum of literacy contexts the tighter 
the structure the less enactment of these identities I saw. The BFFs and BEF identities outfits 
were quickly removed during AIMSweb and student to teacher reading in part because the focal 
students were isolated from each other. Similarly, the BFF and BEF identities were moderately 
noticeable in reading groups. However, in paired reading and free reading they frequently 
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donned the BFF or BEF outfits. Many times requesting to read together, or conversely pleading 
to not have to read together. Especially in free reading the competing BFF/BEF identity outfits 
were worn. Further, the structure of partner reading put the BFFs in a social bind. Unlike in free 
reading and reading group, they could not all work together. By virtue of pairing the students off, 
their social world was interrupted, if they were enacting the BFF identity, and less inclusive in 
the tasks for which they demonstrated a consistent desire to work collaboratively. Although I 
paired them by consistently rotating who read to me, someone was always left out. Conversely, if 
they were enacting the BEF identity, the structure played into the exclusion of one of the focal 
students. 
 Also of interest in the BFF’s working through their differences was that fact that they 
turned to written language to mediate their relationship, as young children have been known to 
do (Dyson, 1993b). In this case the focal students only used written language to determine the 
status of their relationship or work from being BEFs back to BFFs. They did not commonly write 
notes to each other to my knowledge. In fact, I did not record that any other notes were passed in 
the data gathering process. However, there may have been other correspondence that I did not 
happen upon. I did not set out to gather such data, but merely noticed the papers on their desks. 
The frequency of such writing aside, the students clearly turned to this other literacy as a tool to 
navigate from BEF’s back to BFF’s.  
 Reflection on my teacher role. A fascinating question that I did not consider until I was 
deep in data analysis was, “Why didn’t I involve myself in resolving their conflict?” With the 
ongoing clash between the BFFs it seemed that there was tension that we could have at least 
attempted to worked though as a group. Maybe an outsider would have thought of this 
immediately. But, this is a question that I didn’t consider until the long summer break. That in 
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itself was significant. It pointed me to the stress of school day time constraints. Only when there 
was time to reflect did such thoughts occurred to me. During the school year I, like many 
teachers, was swamped with a curricular to-do list that had me constantly watching the clock, 
knowing that one lesson had to end at a given time so that the next could be completed, not to 
mention working though my lunch as well as before and after contractual on hours most days.  
 The massive to-do list didn’t appear in a vacuum. The pressure from the national 
accountability movement as enacted at Fields Elementary gave me more to accomplish than I 
could actually fit in a day. It was as if the national accountability movement conceived that the 
school day was the equivalent of Dr. Who’s TARDUS in that it had an infinite capacity. The 
pressure spurred me on to improve scores and make sure as much as could be taught in a day was 
actually taught. Simply put, there were systemic reasons for me not to involve myself in what 
one of my students dubbed the BFF’s “crazy drama business.” I felt driven to utilize every 
minute working with my students toward improving academic “achievement.” To that end I 
neglected the social wellness of the focal students. I’m not proud of this and I find it 
embarrassing that it did not occur to me sooner. But moving forward, this is something that can 
be addressed. In a small way this entire paper speaks to the need for a change to speak to this 
issue. 
Conclusion 
 In this chapter I illustrated the continuum of agency and structure of the literacy contexts 
in my classroom at Field’s Elementary, from the hyper scripted AIMSweb with extremely little 
space for agency, to free reading with ample space for the students to turn to their social worlds. 
Overwhelmingly, the structures controlled how much agency the students had in each literacy 
context and thus limited the possible identity outfits available to them. As it happened, there was 
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substantial evidence that the administration valued the contexts that were the most restricting in 
terms of student and staff agency, in this case AIMSweb assessments and reading groups.  
 In a high stakes testing environment, administrative jobs were riding on the performance 
of young students on narrow skills based assessments; and yet, the most structured literacy 
contexts also gave students the least flexibility. Meanwhile, the focal students’ social world was 
curiously void of even veiled references to the pressure that I felt every day as their teacher. In 
spite of the many hours of attention given to AIMSweb in both official and unofficial school 
meetings and the never ending quest for improving tests scores, in the focal students’ social 
school world this pressure was undetectable to my eyes and ears. Instead, when given space the 
identities that they spent a great deal of their time enacting were the BFF and BEF identities, 
which were of little value to the Fields Elementary. The disconnect between their only self-
proclaimed identities as BFFs and the institutional identities of being “struggling readers” was 
jarring for me and reflective of the gap between the official and unofficial worlds of school. 
While the teachers and administrators felt the focused heat of the pressure cooker, the focal 
students seemed to carry on unaware of the pressure just on the other side of their social worlds. 
Unfortunately, this pressure reduced my ability to respond to their social needs even in the face 
















With seventy percent of U.S. schools implementing the Response to Intervention (RtI) 
model (Balu, Zhu, Doolittle, Schiller, Jenkins & Gersten, 2015) serious consideration to the 
institutional literacy identities imparted with it is needed. This is especially the case as these 
identities have real consequences for the instruction of students who test into the lower tiers of 
the model that require “intervention”. Since these “interventions” are typically skills based and 
designed to address deficits in isolated and narrow tasks, it is imperative to explore how the 
students who have been labeled under RtI assessments enact their literacy identities across 
multiple literacy contexts. Further, since this labeling occurs in the broader context of immense 
pressure from the national accountability movement on administrators and teachers it is 
important to consider the nature of the national and local contexts that shape literacy instruction.  
 In this chapter, I will present a summary of the findings of this study based on the 
sociocultural lens I adopted, this includes consideration of the national and local context for the 
study. Throughout this dissertation I have explored the notions of identities and agency as they 
pertain to the literacy instruction of first grade students who have been given institutional 
identities of being “at risk” under the RtI term “strategic”. Further, I have demonstrated how the 
deficit view can be destabilized through the use of counternarrative. In the following section I’ll 
revisit these findings before I transition into a discussion of the implications of this study. 
Summary of Findings 
  The findings presented in this research offer a blend of both veteran teacher and 
researcher perspective. From this dualistic positionality, I examined the pressure cooker that the 
national accountability movement created, the local context that I studied and the enacted 
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identities of student who have been given institutional identities. I also created a counternarrative 
to the dominate deficit view and considered the dynamics between structure and agency in 
literacy contexts. In the following subsections I provide an overview of the findings of each 
chapter.  
The National Context. The national accountability movement, with its pressure to 
conform, did not spawn in a vacuum. A succession of powerful factors combined to promote a 
political and educational climate for it to thrive. A Nation at Risk, No Child Left Behind 
(NCLB), Reading First, Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS), Academic 
Improvement Measurement System based on the web (AIMSweb) and Response to Intervention 
(RtI) all played a part in reflecting and advancing the national political and educational incubator 
in which the national accountability movement grew and flourished. From its position of power, 
it applied pressure to teachers and administrators to view literacy instruction and assessment in 
constricted terms. This view was institutionalized by the endorsing of reductionist instruction 
and interventions, especially in schools serving students from families with low income through 
the funding arm of NCLB, Reading First. In this manner, the national accountability movement 
established a strong hand in the educational policy that was enacted in Allentown. 
At the same time, the national accountability movement brought increased expectations 
to education and demanded success from schools. Early “literacy” in particular became a focal 
point of this pressure. Success in early literacy was deemed to be understood in terms of narrow 
skills based on the view of literacy constructed and dispersed by the National Reading Panel. 
This fragment of literacy was then assessed through DIBELS and AIMSweb and interpreted 
through the RtI framework which labeled students. In doing so it imparted institutional identities 
to them through their local school, to which I now turn.  
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The Local Context. While the national accountability movement came to Allentown 
with an agenda, the administration of the Allentown School District and the teachers did not 
mindlessly embrace its ideology nor were administrators or teachers of one mind in their 
response to it. As the pressure cooker gradually heated up, the varying administrative responses 
spanned a wide range. Frank, one of the principals at Field’s Elementary, bordered on dogmatic 
adoption while Alyssa, the principal when I gathered data on the focal students, embraced some 
elements of the national accountability movement. There were other responses in-between these 
two. With such variance in administrative responses it appeared that administrative agency at 
Fields Elementary was alive and well.  
The teachers also resisted elements of the accountability movement. Our efforts yielded 
mixed results. At times we were able to talk Alyssa into giving us time and space to demonstrate 
that our methods of teaching were effective. At times she positioned herself like a traffic officer 
at the intersection of ideologies, allowing traffic to flow from the national accountability 
movement into Fields Elementary in regard to some issues and at other times embracing an 
alternative ideology that resisted the goals of the national accountability movement. However, 
when test scores were not as good as the upper administration desired, she took the 
unprecedented step at Fields of moving two teachers to new grade levels against their wishes. 
Her express stated rational for both moves was to improve test scores. The coercive ability of the 
national accountability movement proved to be powerful and effective in directing such 
decisions. 
Also in this chapter, I demonstrated how the upper administration in Allentown 
welcomed my counter argument to skills based literacy instruction under RtI. When Alyssa 
asked the staff to consider why our students were so successful with early literacy skills, yet 
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unsuccessful in speed reading, I detailed a critique of the ideology and instructional model 
AIMSweb and RtI proliferated in Allentown. Alyssa’s accepted this response and sent it on to 
our assistant superintendent. The assistant superintendent in turn asked that I present my critique 
along with suggestions for instruction that embraced a sociocultural view of literacy to all of the 
elementary principals, the head of curriculum and the district literacy coaches. I accepted this 
invitation and presented this alternative perspective to this audience, some of whom requested 
that I present the same material to their staff. 
Counternarrative. Against the backdrop of the national accountability’s deficit view of 
students from families with low income and minorities I painted a picture of the focal students. 
Rather than focusing on the “literacy” deficit identities I was told they possessed by Pearson’s 
AIMSweb (2001) and the RtI model, I focused my attention on the literacy identities I saw them 
utilize as assets at school. This they accomplished through the display of their identity outfits, 
which they “wore” in various social spaces to accomplish social work and create meaning as 
literate persons. I gathered several examples of the enactment of their literacy identities and 
presented them as a counternarrative. I chose to incorporate counternarrative, like Critical Race 
Theorists, in an effort to destabilize the dominant and naturalized ideology of the national 
accountability movement by focusing on the focal students and my experiential knowledge 
(Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). In doing so I called into question the supposed objectivity of the 
perspective of the national accountability movement and deficit views (see for example, Payne’s 
A Framework for Understanding Poverty [1995] or Jensen’s Teaching with Poverty in Mind 
(2009). These views were further imparted to students who had been given institutional identities 
through the one-two punch of AIMSweb and RtI. 
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Among the identity outfits I saw my focal students display was the knowledgeable 
identity. The focal students utilized their structured agency to put on their knowledgeable 
identity outfits. In enacting this literacy identity, the focal students were able to draw on the 
knowledge that they already possessed to position themselves as knowledgeable in a context in 
which the AIMSweb and RtI labeled them as “at risk”. In spite of Jensen’s (2009) assertion that 
students from families with low income don’t have the time to acquire a deep understanding of 
content areas, Alexia, Brittany and Katie repeatedly demonstrated that they did indeed have 
many literacies that AIMSweb didn’t measure. 
A second identity outfit the focal students frequently donned that didn’t map well on to 
the deficit view of these students was the thinker outfit. While wearing the thinker outfit Alexia, 
Brittany and Katie were able to demonstrate that they had literacy skills that were above and 
beyond those required by AIMSweb in spite of their institutional identities. Through clever 
reasoning and evaluation of the text they were able spontaneously create higher order thinking 
questions for their peers and make observations about the text that even those at the “top” of the 
AIMSweb/RtI instructional caste system didn’t typically make.  
Even the focal students’ ability to read with expression was more developed than most of 
their “benchmark” peers. In enacting their identities as expressive readers they demonstrated 
skills that were highly effective in bringing the text to life. Such identity enactment was 
important in their social world to participate and make meaning and in the literacy context. 
However, under deficit shaped lens of RtI and AIMSweb these identities were of no value 
whatsoever.  
Alexia, Brittany and Katie all demonstrated identities in which they marked themselves 
as students not with deficits to be erased, but with knowledge to build upon. As I examined their 
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literacy identities through a sociocultural lens I didn’t see “at risk” or “strategic” students. I saw 
the skills they already possessed and the possibilities we could create moving forward as I tapped 
into what they already bought to school as a bridge to other literacies. 
Identities Across Literacy Contexts. In chapter 7 I considered the focal students’ 
enactment of identities across literacy contexts with an eye on the relationship between structure 
and agency. Across the literacy contexts of this study--AIMSweb (progress monitoring), reading 
group (guided reading instruction), student to teacher reading (one-on-one reading with an 
assigned text), paired reading (two students taking turns reading with an assigned text) and free 
reading (independent reading and/or reading with friends, with about 90 percent self-selected 
texts)-- Alexia, Brittany and Katie utilized their agency. Yet, most of the power in the interplay 
of structure and agency resided with the structure of each context rather than the focal students’ 
agency. I proposed that the literacy contexts in my classroom could be thought of as a 
continuum. On one side of the continuum we would have structure, and on the other agency. As 
the limitations of the participant structure increased, student agency decreased. Conversely, as 
the restrictions of the participant structure loosened, student agency increased. Interestingly, the 
Allentown school district administration placed the greatest value on the most structured contexts 
and decreasing value in each context in the continuum as we moved toward those contexts with 
looser structure.  
Deep in the high stakes testing pressure cooker in Allentown, administrative jobs were 
dependent on the performance of students like Alexia, Brittany and Katie on narrow skills based 
assessments. Interestingly, in the focal students’ social worlds I saw no indication of even a hint 
of the pressure that greeted me in every data meeting and most staff meetings. One would have 
thought in watching the Best Friends Forever (BFF’s) and Best Enemies Forever (BEF) interact 
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that the ongoing hours of attention given to AIMSweb and the perpetual pursuit of improving 
tests scores was all a myth, or reality in an opposite parallel universe. Rather than become 
engulfed in that world, the focal students spent their time enacting the BFF and BEF identities. 
These identities were off the AIMSweb radar and therefore not prized at Fields Elementary. This 
revealed a deep divide between the enacted BFF/BEF identities and the institutional identity 
imposed upon them and mirrored the chasm between their official and unofficial worlds. While 
there was a plethora of evidence that teachers and administrators were sweltering under the heat 
and pressure of an unforgiving cooker, Alexia, Brittany and Katie seemed curiously oblivious of 
it. The pressure cooker also mitigated much of the leeway I otherwise could have utilized to help 
the BEFs work their way back to being BFFs.  
Implications 
 I had finished gathering data and was deep into analysis when the United States 
Department of Education published the Evaluation of Response to Intervention Practices for 
Elementary School Reading (Balu, Zhu, Doolittle, Schiller, Jenkins & Gersten, 2015). Like many 
of the Department of Education publications, this was a large scale quantitative study. Over 
twenty thousand students in over 13 states were involved. Among the three major findings of this 
study was this, “For those students just below the school-determined eligibility cut point in 
Grade 1, assignment to receive reading interventions did not improve reading outcomes; it 
produced negative impacts” (p. 1). In short, across many states, first graders like Alexia, Brittany 
and Katie who were just below the cut scores in first grade and were given RtI sanctioned narrow 
skills based literacy interventions were better off without the interventions, even as measured by 
narrow skills based assessments. This study rattled the RtI landscape. In Allentown my principal 
was the third person to send a copy to me and ask what I thought the week that it was published. 
210 
As a teacher, it was only the second time that any kind of study had been sent to me by my 
administration or another teacher. The first was from the National Reading Panel. 
 Balu et al. (2015) stated that among the plausible rationales for the aforementioned 
negative impacts were false identification of students for interventions with the universal 
screener, improper pairing of interventions to student instructional needs and poor pairing of core 
reading instruction and interventions. False identification is a serious concern under RtI because 
of the power institutional identities have over the instruction that students receive. This 
dissertation demonstrates that at Fields Elementary our universal screener (AIMSweb benchmark 
data) had more power to assign institutional identities than it was due. It is prudent for teachers, 
literacy coaches and administrators to carefully consider a wider base of data sources when 
making decisions regarding student instruction rather than put so much stock in one tool. From a 
strict RtI model Alexia, Brittany and Katie could have been the victims of false identification. 
However, with data points below AIMSweb’s goal throughout much of the school year, this 
seems unlikely, especially since data was gathered at least biweekly. Months of progress 
monitoring data would have had to have been invalid for this to be the case.  
 Balu et al.’s (2015) second and third plausible rationales for the negative impacts – that 
interventions may not match students’ deficit(s) and that misalignment between the core and 
interventions could have cause negative impacts – reduce the scope of factors that come to bear 
on student outcomes to the narrow view imparted by the national accountability movement. A 
mismatch between student needs and instruction are genuine concerns in the selection and 
delivery of any kind of instruction. But, Balu et al.’s reasoning considers only the curricular 
inputs into a formulaic equation in which students, regardless of their diverse backgrounds and 
211 
literacies, plus the right curriculum and intervention equals student growth on one dimensional 
skills based assessments.  
The national accountability movement has been chasing this curricular Holy Grail for 
decades to no avail. It is akin to having a friend on their sixth divorce act like, if only they could 
only find “the right one” their marriage would work out. Educators’ marriages to a revolving 
door of curricular and intervention “solutions” in the search of “the right one” hasn’t narrowed 
the achievement gap (Ladson-Billings, 2006). At some point, researchers and educators alike 
have to call into question other factors. This dissertation reflects and advances the sociocultural 
criticism that the pursuit of a strictly curricular solution does not consider the social and cultural 
factors deeply intertwined in early literacy. Literacy is deeper than the shallow pool of skills 
based interventions of RtI. To expect literacy to blossom for “at risk” students while 
simultaneously dismissing a growing body of research that reveals the socially situated nature of 
learning as a tool that educators can draw on to build student literacies is misguided at best.  
 This dissertation demonstrates that students can utilize their agency to enact identities 
that help them build and expand their literacies collectively. Thus, it seems prudent for educators 
to explore the ways in which they can aid their student’s attempts in this endeavor. Among the 
paths to aiding students in building upon their literacies is allowing them the social space to 
enact literacy identities that draw on what they already bring to school as demonstrated in this 
study. This is especially the case for students from families with low income because of the 
frequent mismatch between their literacies and the narrow literacies prized in schools under the 
influence of the national accountability movement.  
On a similar front, educator agency played a critical role in this study in the creation and 
maintaining of the space for students to enact such identities. Some of my resistance as a teacher 
212 
broke from the RtI model in a manner that would not be permitted in other schools. As a veteran 
teacher working on a PhD and with experience teaching for a major university, I believe that I 
was afforded more flexibility by the Allentown School District than would have been the case if 
I didn’t come to the classroom with that resume. In essence, my position was somewhat unique 
and privileged me to “get away with departures from the status quo” as some of my co-workers 
labeled the agency afforded to me. Without this flexibility I doubt that I would have been able to 
disregard Tier 2 interventions for the focal students. Nor would they have been so unaware of 
their institutional identities if I had not been able to shield them from the instructional 
consequences thereof.  
While some types of teacher resistance may be permitted to those with less clout, if 
educators are going to make a wide spread difference in the development of students’ literacies, a 
change in the way RtI is implemented granting greater flexibility in deciding when interventions 
are needed is in order. It seems unlikely that teachers will be granted more agency without a 
systemic change. If teachers are entrusted with students’ safety and well-being throughout the 
day, hopefully the national accountability movement can step back from their deep faith in RtI 
universal screeners and allow space for teachers to think critically about each students’ needs and 
grant them flexibility in RtI to address student needs as they see fit. I’m not arguing here for 
abolishing RtI guidelines. But for school districts like Allentown, greater flexibility is certainly 
in order because, as this study illustrates, not all students who are given institutional identities of 
being “strategic” are genuinely in need of reductionist interventions.  
Directions for Future Research 
 As illustrated by this study, I have no interest in subjecting students who are given 
institutional identities like “strategic” to additional skills based instruction under RtI. However, 
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given that seventy percent of U.S. schools use RtI (Balu, Zhu, Doolittle, Schiller, Jenkins & 
Gersten, 2015) we can safely surmise that there are many other “Alexia’s, Brittany’s and 
Katie’s” whose lived experiences at school include both these identities and the shallow 
interventions that often accompany it, even when neither are of benefit to them. I believe that 
research which would include the observation of student identity enactment during RtI 
interventions would grant researchers a window into how students negotiate these challenging 
contexts to enact literacy identities and how it relates to the findings I have presented in this 
dissertation. 
Further research into how teachers and administrators leverage their agency against the 
values of the national accountability movement is also needed. If we are indeed to create actual 
change and disrupt the dominant narrative about students from families with low income and 
minorities, I believe that we must look to long and short term solutions. Systemic change that 
could come ten years down the road will do nothing for the students under RtI right now. An 
exploration into how other teachers and administrators resist at the grass roots level could make a 
difference to the generation of students in school in the short term. That noted, long term 
systemic change to the RtI model is also needed. In order to move in this direction a greater body 
of research is needed to explore the experiences of people who are living in the pressure cooker 
educators and students now find themselves in. 
Conclusion 
One summer in Italy I took a bus to Florence for a day tour. Among the many impressive 
art works I saw was Michelangelo’s David. I marveled at the skill it took to craft such a life like 
representation of a human form. While I was gazing at this masterpiece, my guide told how the 
statue was carved from a single block of marble. It was a block that other sculptures had rejected 
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because of its flaws. After sculpting David, Michelangelo was quoted as saying, “I saw the angel 
in the marble and set him free. David was always in the marble” (Boonshaft, 2006). I’m afraid 
that our teachers and administrators look at the literacies of “at risk” students from families with 
low income and minorities through the national accountability movement’s lens and see flawed 
marble blocks that don’t have potential for greatness. Meanwhile, the literate students they are 
hoping for are already in the marble waiting for their teachers to help set them free. May we 
move toward a transformation in the lens through which we see these students, that they may be 
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